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Two years after the Great War of DC/Virginia in 2209, an odd, and rather disturbing, rumbling was heard as far North as the border of Tennessee, and people were increasingly worried that perhaps, just perhaps, another huge earthquake was trying to wake up.  No one had forgotten about the massive earthquake back in 2109 (even if it had been over 100 years ago) and there were nervous meetings held to ensure all the safety parameters were still in place.  Spy satellites began reporting unusual geographical activity in the Socialist held Florida...as well as just off the coastlines on both the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico side.  Small tsunamis had suddenly popped up and literally inundated the infamous Florida Keys...which then vanished right off the map.  Cuba was also watching that much beleaguered offshoot of what was once part of the former United States and were also expressing great concern.

THEN reports came pouring in about massive sinkholes all around the Miami Florida area, animals were pouring up out of the Everglades and conservationists watched in horrified awe as the once beloved wetlands literally vanished underwater.  They also could not understand the odd reports of a volcano in the middle of the Tallahassee Swamps.  Oh, there had been legends about one since the early times of contact with the Natives of the area.... but no one had pinpointed an alleged volcano.... but there were signs in the air that there was indeed one belching somewhere in the swamps!!

More massive sinkholes were slowly opening up around Fort Myers and other areas throughout Florida.  There were also the worrying reports, and confirmations, that Freeport, Treasure Cay, and Marsh Harbour had been swallowed up by the ocean which had been brought on by a mysterious underwater earthquake.  And now there were new reports coming in that a few areas in the middle of the State had issues with the ground suddenly liquifying, or that animals were suddenly behaving crazily and even escaping from zoos and sanctuaries.  What was puzzling the authorities was the fact every single escaped animal made a beeline for a portion of the border separating Florida from Alabama.... they were going over, through, and around the border patrol...who quite frankly were not about to argue with the animal stampedes.

If that wasn’t bad enough now the inhabitants of Florida were demanding that their government evacuate ALL of their State to Georgia.  Georgia was pretty sure they could not accommodate 20 million people...and all along the East Coast other Socialist held States were also expressing concern about all the potential refugees.  Cuba had long ago warned Socialist Florida to NOT send any of their people to them, even for vacations, because they would turn them back.  They had sided with Free America during the Revolution and wanted nothing to do with the traitors.

Watching the rapidly developing crises the Presidents of Free America and Canada had many worried conversations about what was developing.  Especially when a 361-mile-long crack showed up at the border separating Florida from Alabama and Georgia.... from the Atlantic Ocean right up to and including the Perdido River. Granted it was only 5 inches in width but there was the added concern of water now slowly trickling through the entire length of the crack!

Authorities in Free America, Canada, Cuba, and South America were all asking two questions: ‘Why was this happening?  And how can we help the people OUT of there without causing a diplomatic incident?’
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Chapter 1 
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It had been a pleasant surprise for everyone at Haven when a certain sentient war chopper had popped over the horizon without any advanced notice....it was so like Kai and Mina to pull such a stunt.  And it was an even bigger surprise when it was not just Kai and her two toddlers to emerge.  Right behind her were Ja’an, Casper, Merlin...now known as Falcon Diarmuid, Dolman, and Stetson....and behind them dimpling a smile which seemed to glow was Flower (also known as Flurina Chopard).  It had taken two years of hard work, a lot of mistakes, and a few frustrated tears...but all four of the ‘reborn’ men had gotten a firm grasp on their talents.  

Falcon hadn’t accidentally influenced growth on anything in over a year now, for which he was immensely pleased.  And his now young dog, Sally, proudly trotting at his side, had been a steadying influence as well...especially when his Kinetic abilities reared up and he flipped out.  Casper still had taken the lead in getting the other three’s education up to snuff and he was mighty proud when CTI tested their IQ’s then pronounced them off the charts intelligent. Dolman was showing talents for being a Runner like his father – Road Runner, and so far he hadn’t tried to phase through rocks...much to everyone’s relief.  Stetson seemed to be a natural soldier with occasional sparks of precognition and clairvoyance.  He wanted to join the FAC, but a certain Colonel had wisely advised him to speak with his Uncle Owen first on that matter.  Of course, Flower just couldn’t bear to travel without her sweet little Tasmanian Tiger Wolf – Tazzy, and her tutor – Ahmose.  He had taught her a great deal in the past two years, and she had felt it would be a good idea to introduce him to other parts of the North American continent...Canada to be more specific.  Even Kai had to smile when the ancient man insisted he ride up in the cockpit with her...and the questions flew for the entire trip.  

Thomas, and Asinka, Kai’s kids were now 2-year-old toddlers and were quite energetic which didn’t surprise anyone who knew the McMahon proclivity for constantly needing to investigate things.  So, of course, they managed to get ahead of everyone else emerging from the war chopper and RAN straight into Kikimo’s arms while yelling “AUNTIE AUNTIE....we come!”  Kai ruefully thought that perhaps she should have warned her cousin that the kids could talk a mile a minute if they wanted, and why walk when running got you there faster.  Ja’an merely watched the two with pride as he sedately walked next to their mother, while their older brother had a smug smile on his face.  

Kikimo laughed and swung the two toddlers around, letting them down just as little Laohu came running from the kitchen, where she had been peeking on top of the counters to see what Auntie Margiti was making. Sometimes it was Uncle Julius and Uncle Simon working, but Auntie Margiti was always there and always insisting on giving her little snacks and treats. There was no way the babies were going to be as skinny as Kikimo was!

“Come come! Cookies!” Laohu called. “Chocolate chip!”

Kikimo laughed again and shooed the children toward the kitchen. “Sam’s peeking over Trevor’s shoulder,” she reported. “And Blackmoon’s leading the boys through some beginner calisthenics. Laohu got her work-out this morning with me. What’s up?”

“Save some cookies for momma....and big brother,” Kai called out as the three kids raced off to the kitchen “or...try.”  Shaking her head, she smiled at her still quite skinny cousin and shrugged.

“Nothing special that I know of.  It just felt like it was a good time for all the kids to come up for a visit.  The docket at the Training Center was, miraculously, clear and I checked with Central HQ.... they said a short vacation seemed like a good idea.  Of course, I mentioned the children were feeling antsy, and you know how Wyskoff dotes on them as if they were his own grandchildren.”

Wandering into the building, Kai paused to smile and pat one of the walls when Haven uttered a greeting.  “He’s gotten more vocal I see.  So how are the newest batch of recruits holding up under Blackmoon’s tutelage?  And how is Liam doing with the Red Maple base up here.  He hasn’t said much the past few months.”

Kikimo winked at Ja’an. “Cousin Liam has been circulating between Forest Fortress and New Apsley a lot. In fact, he just took a few sea buckthorn bushes back to New Apsley, figured the soldiers and elderly there could use them. Haven is still mostly quiet, but he speaks up when he perceives a need to. The nanites have been having a blast with the greenhouses and gardens: We don’t get much produce from Patrick’s farm anymore, but we do send back treats for Mr. Crankenstein and Butterfly. Trevor has recovered a few more satellite prisoners, and we’ve been sending them to the former Montoya Manor for therapy. Belle and Florence have given a lot of advice about that. About Blackmoon’s recruits- well, he has had them training with the Nanite tunnel between working out. He doesn’t want any of the new guys toppling over like the one soldier did after running clean back from the Black Tower. Some of them are now apprenticed to Simon and Julius: Someone has to mind the kitchens when Swafford’s not in!”

“They ran...all the way from....”  Kai closed her eyes for a brief moment then took a deep breath. “When will they learn that unless they grew up doing long runs there is no way they could make it that far without consequences?  I mean...sure I can do it, but most Osage are like that...and I have the added benefit of dual Nanos and Nanites in my system to boost that ability.”

Sniffing the air, as they rounded the corner into what appeared to be Kikimo’s office, Kai murmured appreciation for the smells.

“Speaking of Swafford...you should see him with Byron Jr.  He’s even made a tiny replica of his sniper rifle for the boy and teaching him about calculating trajectory with air variables.  And that little scamp of a kid actually runs Cloris ragged what with teasing her about teaching him to cook like his dad.  Right now they are both in D.C. for checkups with TI there, and Swafford was doing some scouting recently along the Vermont New Hampshire border.  Wyskoff seems to think there might be a way to take back New Hampshire.”

About those Sea Buckthorns.... Kai quietly asked if they had taken any down to D.C.

“I saw to that personally,” came Blackmoon’s voice over Kai’s shoulder. “And Belle was delighted too! As were our furry friends. Anyway, about the recruits- I didn’t expect them to run the whole distance in one go, so I did allow them walking breaks. But I did want them able to in case they had to say, outrun a flamethrower effect!” Blackmoon knew about that! He grinned broadly. “So, little Byron wants to be a chef too?”

Ja’an’s eyes grew round at the memory of having to dive and roll away from the flames shooting out of the tunnel.

“Little Byron wants to do everything his father does,” Ja’an chuckled from his spot against the door frame. “And then some.  The ornery kid claims that the little voices in his head show him how to do things, but it must be done for smaller hands.”

“Nanites,” Casper confirmed with a grim expression written on his face. “Apparently, they have taken great interest in some of the toddlers they infused.  You should see what happens when Thomas and Asinka’s chime in...they run the reservation ragged.  CTI doesn’t know how to get through to the Nanites that they need to allow the children to do things in their own time.  Not that there seems to be any danger...the Nanites are also highly protective.  Although I must say that the ones injected into us big kids are pretty mouthy as well.  Mine keeps asking all kinds of geology questions and making observations.”

“Has this happened with Laohu?”  Kai asked in concern. “I mean there’s been a lot on our plates the past few years, and I suppose the Nanites might be evolving with their charges.”

Kai paused as Asinka ran into Kikimo’s office, solemnly handed her mother a chocolate chip cookie then ran back out.  

Kikimo frowned thoughtfully. “No, not yet at least. The Nanites stay busy keeping her in shape, especially after we’ve had our morning exercises. She seems to enjoy them.” She chuckled. “The Little Tiger regularly challenges her many uncles. And they love it! Now, the boys are a little harder to keep track of. Nook and Miko have their paws full, and have in fact recruited some of the other local critters! That tiger we saw has taken an interest, so we keep extra steaks for him.”

Outside the door, Miko could be heard happily barking. A few minutes later, little feet ran past chasing the obliging Husky.

“And they’re off,” Ja’an grinned. “Want to bet our two little chits will be joining in the chase?”

Kai wasn’t concerned...she knew the two dogs would keep the kids safe and she also knew if Asinka went too far off that Thomas would raise holy hell.  They just recently found out that Thomas had his sire’s ability of telepathy and if something went wrong EVERYONE who was a sensitive would hear his mental yell.

“Okay...” Kai chuckled. “Until further notice the kidlets are on an adventure.  Now is there anything going on up here we need to know about?  Where were the latest satellite prisoners found?  I did hear that Washington TI has their hands full with Belle trying to occasionally talk to any satellite she wants to.  I think TI needs to have her check on the West Coast Satellites...see what is going on over there.  It’s been mighty quiet lately.”

Kikimo nodded in agreement. They really did need to know what was going on in California. Two years ago, Kumde Kwe was giving the place a beating, and the fault line running through the state made the place fragile at best. She looked up when Trevor hurried in, wearing Sam and carrying his laptop.

“I’m getting a broadcast that I think you want to hear, Kai,” he said without preamble. Trevor sat his laptop down where everyone could see the monitor and stepped back beside Casper, giving his cousin a quick smile.

The broadcast sputtered a bit and wasn’t as clear as could be desired, but it was enough to get the attention of anyone who saw it.

**This is Umbra coming to you from what used to be Tallahassee, Florida. The  ground lately has become very unstable and many of us want to get out, but the Socialists who took over the former state don’t want anyone to escape. The good news- sort of- is that the Everglades have expanded, largely because there are no longer any resources to confine the marsh. Food and medicine are now rationed, and those who are most ill can’t get anything, the reasoning being that the Socialists believe in survival of the fittest. Some of us do go hunting, and most of us manage to get back. But some don’t, and some that come back talk of the land feeling angry and refuse to go out again. I will go into the marsh and try to find out what is wrong. Wish me luck!**

Trevor blew out a breath. “Maybe we aren’t supposed to mess with Florida, but that looks like a full-blown crisis to me.”

Kai had actually turned ashen, then red as her blood pressure rose a bit, then back to her normal olive complexion.  This was bad.... very bad.  Now...what did they have in the way of sneaky resources to get into Florida....

Then the laptop flared to life again, and footage was shown of wildlife barreling through the border barricades...with guards diving out of the way.  Apparently one of the Free America satellites was on the case.  Chewing on her lower lip for a moment, she glanced over at Trevor.

“Is there any way for our other satellites...maybe some drones....to get in there and scope it out?  And..”

Another broadcast...just as grainy, but still visible, flared on.... something about a volcano in the swamps of Florida, earthquakes were shivering along both sides of Florida...the Keys were gone.  Massive sinkholes were suddenly showing up, then their satellites displayed images recording underwater earthquakes which produced tsunamis that completely wiped out Freeport, Treasure Cay, and Marsh Harbour.

Ja’an watched in horror then blurted out, “We gotta get in there...look at that one image...areas are liquifying in the middle of Florida.  We can’t just stand by and let this happen without somehow helping.”

“Heidi,” Asinka piped up from the doorway ...she had stopped running, and turned to head for her mother when a bad feeling came over her. “She can get animals out....Auntie Flower and Auntie Polly can go in too.  Big Sister Mina can do it.”

“Where is Liam?”  Casper quietly asked. “Maybe we can get Red Maple to help out....FAC has to help even if our governments can’t officially do anything.  We could use our cloaking without the Socialists knowing what we are doing...that is until it is too late.  OH...look at that image!  A crack is forming at the border between Alabama and Georgia!”

“We do indeed have drones,” Trevor said. “Including those that I used to drop Gremlins where we needed. And there are Faust and Lenore. And Kai, you did mention the Perdido River as a possible route since the gator was gone. As for Liam, we’ll have to radio him. He may be between locations.”

“What about Watchers? They’re sneaky most of the time,” Kikimo suggested. “And we do have satellites that can be used to spy in: The Socialists have no way to get their hot little hands on our friends in the sky!”

“The Kraken is amphibious,” Blackmoon reminded Kai. “The route to Florida may be long and unfamiliar, but I believe at worst he could do it.”

“We need recon first,” Kai firmly decided, “before we send in choppers and Kraken.  Faust and Lenore, bless her heart she still insists on working when by all rights she should retire, can go in....OH....Fouke!  He’d be perfectly at home in all that quagmire mess!  Yes he’s still around....we injected him first with Nanos....and just a year ago with Nanites.  Ancestors claim he may live to be a thousand years old before old age sets in.  But the Nanites seemed like a good idea.  Trevor...be a dear and radio Liam.  Kikimo...would you please alert the FAC platoon stationed here.  We will convene in the conference room and bring them up to speed.  I think I need to make a tight beam private call to Wyskoff...I’ll be out in Mina  for a minute.”

All the toddlers were now solemnly standing at the door listening, and Asinka reached up to tug on her big brother’s hand, who now looked equally worried as their mother.  

“Mother, what can we do to help?”  Falcon quietly asked.

“I don’t know yet.  Hell I’m not sure what we CAN do.... if the official channels cannot we’ll just do what we do best.”

“SNEAK IN!”  Thomas yelled.

Ruffling his hair as she went by, Kai actually gave him a strained smile “Yes young one...sneak in.”

Trevor gave young Thomas’s hand a squeeze, then sat down and turned his laptop so he could work. “I could start Calypso to monitoring Florida some: The Atlantic ocean was her special area when I met her. But by all means, get Fouke on it too!” He grinned broadly. “Fouke sounds like he would be a blast to work with.” On his laptop, he was sending reports to Liam and the various FAC outposts. There were sure to be questions.

Blackmoon nodded. “I’ll have Haven set back up to possibly repel threats. It’ll be a bigger job than it was about two years ago.” He nodded to Simon who was peering in the room.

Kikimo took the simpler expedient of using her communication crystal to warn Patrick what was up. She frowned slightly when she learned Patrick had just watched the same broadcast. she did. Patrick promised to pass the word to Road Runner, who was visiting his tribe at the moment.

“I doubt we have anything to worry about in the way of threats up here,” Ja’an quietly remarked. “Florida is a long way away.”

“Uncle Casper?”

“Yes, Asinka?”

“Why would bad men come all the way from Florida to attack?  They would have to go through our places to get here.”

“Nope,” Thomas disagreed. “Member the map Auntie Mina showed us? An’ what Uncle Casper said about land m...m...mass?  There’s still Connecticut...that place above them that’s hard to say...and New Hampshire and Maine...they are still the bad guys.  So iffn’ they heard we wuz helping people out of Florida...they might get mad.”

“But why?”  Askinka persisted. “Why would they not want their people being helped?”

“Because they are set in their ways,” Falcon remarked as he slowed down from carrying some gear to the roof. “And have hated us for generations.  Hatred will override common sense and decent humanity every time.  Now .... why don’t you run and ask Margiti if she could make up some hearty stews and soups...we might need it.”

“She already is,” a deep voice remarked...seemingly coming from nowhere and everywhere. “The Rom blood always knows.”

Asinka turned in circles then stared in awe at a nearby wall.

Laohu giggled and patted the wall. “Haven always knows too! An’ we just brought in lots of garlic and ginger and stuff! Just what Auntie Margiti wanted!”

Kikimo grinned broadly. It pleased her that the little girl wasn’t nearly as serious as she was at that age.

Trevor made a curious noise, then turned his laptop around again: There was a section of Florida that seemed to be covered with smoke in addition to the usual clouds. “I’m not sure what’s there, but I bet that’s what’s scaring the critters.” He held still when little Wallace climbed up into his lap to peer at the pictures. “One of our friends in the sky is trying to show us what’s going on in Florida,” he explained.

“Oooh!” Wallace nodded. “Bad people don’t want us to see what they’re doing!”

Laohu stopped giggling and gave a mighty scowl.

“Not so fast, Little Tiger.” Kikimo reached down to scoop up the child. “We’re going to get a closer look. Meanwhile, I need you to help your uncles take care of Haven and maybe get stuff ready to help people that have to be rescued. Your uncles and aunties can tell you more. Think you can handle that?”

Laohu looked like she was about to throw a temper tantrum, but when she learned there was something she could do she simmered down. “Okay!” she agreed.

Asinka took one look at the new footage and burst into tears, even Thomas couldn’t console her.  All they could get out of her was, “Land is throwing up.”

It took a few minutes before Ja’an realized what she meant, and led her over to Laohu.  “Honey why don’t you go with your Cousin Laohu....you can help her with the tasks.  You like making people feel good, don’t you?”

“Uh huh....okay....” she said while using the back of her hand to wipe the tears off her face. “I can help lots.  Cousin you show me okay?”

Watching them go off, Thomas sighed, shook his head and followed....he just knew they would try and get into mischief.  Once they were gone, Ja’an nodded at the screen and said one word.

“Volcano.”

Blackmoon, Kikimo, and Trevor all went still. There wasn’t much left of that little stick of land anyway. A volcano in the middle would wipe it out.

“One thing we should do- if we can- is locate Umbra and get his take on the local situation,” Blackmoon said. “I think he might survive: He struck me as being a savvy sort who has a pretty good idea of what is what.”

Trevor tapped away on his laptop, trying to backtrace the broadcast. He shook his head. “Umbra’s good: He managed to obscure his trail. I have a feeling someone is already trying to hunt for him. At least that’s what I would do if I were a Socialist.”

Kai walked in at just that moment, her epad in hand hastily typing out orders to the Training Center and calling in several highly specialized FAC platoons.  “Has anyone gotten hold of Liam yet?  Or the FAC stationed here?  Central says we can go ahead on this...just let them know what we need.  Red Leaf Main HQ says the same thing.  FAM government is remaining silent on this.  OH, and I have Flower going down to alert Fouke and get him as close as possible to the border so he can go in.  We need Heidi....where is she?  She could get across and get all the critters not moving to start booking out.  And...”

Looking up she saw the footage and came to a halt “Oh.my.god.  So that’s what Mina was talking about....volcano.  I thought it was just a legend....”

Tomlin came in escorting Liam. “He just got in Ma’am, Sir,” the young soldier explained. “The Florida broadcast got his attention, and he scrambled for here as fast as he could, figured we would already be gathering.”

“Very good, Tomlin. Carry on,” Blackmoon said. “Heidi was headed up to the roof with steaks for the eagles, since Margiti was busy in the kitchen. She should be back any moment now- and we probably ought to move to the conference room!”

Before they could even turn, Heidi came skidding around a corner...with Dolman and Stetson right behind her.  Seeing Kai, she gave a brief salute then pointed in the direction of the roof.  “You should hear what that huge Harpie is saying!  And we are going to be having a lot more birds showing up.  He is absolutely freaked out about something smoking, and ground vanishing...and Stetson did a weird whites of his eyes showing for a minute then said something about the Keys are gone.  What the hell does he mean by keys?  Do we have some doors accidentally locked?”

“Stetson....how do you feel?”

“I’m good...it just took me by surprise is all.  But Uncle Owen....the Florida Keys are all gone, as are some of their other islands.  Something bad is happening...”  then the young man saw the video on the laptop and stopped short with a, “wow.....”

Owen nodded. “That’s what you were noticing. A man calling himself Umbra got out a short blast of a report about the land feeling angry, Socialists rationing food and medicines- and seemingly trying to keep people from escaping. We were just moving to a conference room: The office is getting crowded!” He smiled wryly and held out an arm for Heidi. “We can spread out better there, and use the big screen to show stuff.”

Kikimo and Trevor slid out. They found popcorn and drinks waiting in the conference room: Simon and Julius decided this planning session required snacks, even if dinner was going to be plentiful! Sam the snake-drone approved of the arrangement. He decided right then that where ever his people went, he was going to accompany them. There still were places that a snake could slither into more easily than a human. He peered at Stetson, making sure the young man had taken no harm from manifesting the way young Falcon did some time ago.

!POP!

There stood Flower, looking rather pleased with herself, which caused Ja’an to start laughing.

“I got Fouke right down to the border,” Flower proudly announced. “There’s a crossing which has been abandoned by the guards and animals are pouring through.  Fouke said that one of the bears claimed there were more coming, but that some are trapped because the ground between them and freedom is no longer ground.  Fouke was going into the marshes to see if there was another route to take.  Apollonia has already taken flight and said she’d come in from their South tip to check for people and animals needing help out.  Tiger Platoon is at that border and is requesting permission to try the individual cloaking that CTI developed. “

Kai tapped on her communication device and was immediately in touch with the commander of Tiger Platoon.  “Commander Dowdy Colonel McMahon.”  “Ma’am!”  “Dowdy....cloak and go.”  “Yes Ma’am cloak and go affirmative.  We are at the Florala State Park...Alabama side, and will head in from that direction going due South.  Will check in at 1700...four from now.  Over.”

“Well,” Kai drolly remarked. “I didn’t expect Tiger to get there so fast.  They must have been in the area.....Flower did you pull a fast one?”

“Who me?”

Kikimo snickered. Of course Flower would take a few hops around! She didn’t feel so good about the trapped animals, though! “Any chance of nanites being in the area that can sneakily build a land bridge for the trapped animals? Or do you know? While we didn’t go south while mopping up after the Czar, there is every chance of a few of the little guys independently checking out the area.”

“Fouke has Nanites in his system,” Flower somberly reminded everyone. “And so does Aunt Polly....”

IDEA!  Tapping on a secret frequency, Kai was soon telling Apollonia about Kikimo’s idea.  Listening to what the Queen Mothman had to say, Kai nodded a few times then murmured something in a foreign language followed by a grin. Tapping back over to her main frequency, Kai listened with a raised eyebrow before turning to her cousin.

“Ask and it shall be done.” she chuckled. “Apollonia said she was close to that area and would ask a few of her Nanites to lend a hand.  Apparently the little chits can flow in and out of their host body when circumstances demand it...then again she had the forethought to take a small vial with her....and is going to release it...right about....now.  Fouke?”

“Yes my friend?”

“Kikimo...had an idea and Apollonia has implemented it.... apparently she had an idea to smuggle some Nanites into Florida as it were.  There should be a land bridge forming over that ground the animals are trapped behind.”

“Affirmative.  I have been unable to find another route into that place.  But I found the volcano...and there is a ....a...marsh man, for lack of a better word, who refuses to leave.  Said he is the only one left to guard the sacred fire....I am trying to convince him that it will be eating the land and won’t need guarding for much longer.  Ah.....the water has risen....permission to fling him over my shoulder and get out of the marsh?”

“Who says you need permission....get him out of there!”

Stetson, in the meantime, was having a quiet conversation with Sam and formulating a plan with him on how to get over the border from another angle.

Choppers could be heard coming in and landing around Haven....large ones.

Blackmoon winked at Kai. Of course he knew about the little guys being able to flow in and out! For that matter, he was the one that- inadvertently- left a deposit of Nanites at what would become the Forest Fortress! Speaking of that- “What about the Earthkeepers? And maybe the Marsh Man can provide insight too when we get to him.”

Sam slid off of Trevor’s shoulders and around Stetson’s so it would be easier to talk.

Simon brought in a tray of fruits, vegetables, and dip. “Are we calling in Patrick this time? Or leaving him at the farm?”

Heidi looked a bit in awe of what was being asked of her, but she stood straight and threw back her shoulders.  “I can do this...Butterfly would tell him to go, as it is his duty...but they have his little one to take care of.  But...if it will ease everyone’s mind, I’ll ask Flower to take me to his farm and we can discuss tactics for this.”

Flower nodded just once, and !POP!  Whereupon Kai just sighed and shook her head. “I have a feeling that Flower has something in mind.  But, no, Owen, there are no EarthKeepers in Florida...Kumde Kwe said that the nearest one would be one in South Carolina...but it refuses to help.  Apparently it’s been extremely angry with the Socialists for some time now, and has done its best to mess things up for them as much as possible.  The rest...well they have tried to set up a power grid to hold things together but, honestly, according to the Sky People ancestors that part of land was much bigger at one time.  Here...I have a diagram...”

Pulling it up on the conference room viewing screen everyone could see a large outline, thousands of miles on either side of where the land was now, and thousands longer.  In fact it was seen where at one time in the far past Florida and Cuba were connected.  Tapping a few keys, Kai gave a slow motion example of how the land shrank back ...or rather sunk, until it was now where everyone knew the land to be.

“According to General Wyskoff,” she continued, “the Seminole have already vacated Florida.  They started the sneaky mass migration around 4 months or so back....and apparently the Merchant Marines are heading towards Florida from the Gulf side, and Atlantic side, with what appears to be an Armada.  They have already signaled the Socialist government there that they are not affiliated with any government but will not tolerate any interference in getting people to safety.  Apparently they got messed over by the Purist Party at some point and literally fired upon a few of the Socialists ships.  Oh and Cuba is refusing to help Florida at all....they are still seriously pissed off at the Socialists for daring to even invade what was once known as the United States.”

“Tiger Platoon to Purple Away.”

“Purple Away not fully away...but go.”

“Acknowledged.  Tiger has infiltrated as far as McDavid.  Or what’s left of it...it’s just a smoking ruin now.  Seems that the inhabitants revolted, rioted and tore hell out of the place before heading up Highway 29.  Not a soul left here.  Ground is still stable, but the water levels have risen I’d say about a foot.  Saw Night Rider chopper flying past us heading at a South East direction...on whisper but low altitude.  We’re setting our sights on Mineral Springs next.  Over.”

“Affirmative on Night Riders, the General ordered them to scramble.  Apparently we *are* getting involved but denying it vigorously if questioned.  Affirmative Mineral Springs.  Be on the look out for Fouke....and watch the sky....we have an active volcano down there.”

“Roger that...wait...is Fouke about 7 feet tall, really hairy, green eyes?  Maybe carrying an angry humanoid over one shoulder?”

“Affirmative.”

“Yeah well....Fouke ya wanna tell her anything?”

“Friend....Fouke got Marsh Man, he’s not happy.  Says there’s nothing left in Marshes...but that volcano got taller.  Water slowly building up in Marsh....people should stay away from there.”

Falcon quietly marked the area on a large map he had projected on another wall, then drew a red circle around the designated volcanic area.

“Thank you Fouke, get out of there ASAP.  I know you’ve warned animals as you came in and out.”

“Alligators not happy....the funny swimming things called Manatees already gone.  Birds making away too.”

“Affirmative.”

!POP!  

There stood Heidi and Patrick.  “Where do you want us?”  Heidi quietly asked “Butterfly got a funny look on her face and told him to get down there to help.”

“We need to locate Umbra,” Casper quietly remarked while watching yet another grainy broadcast. “Seems that Miami is underwater now.  So the tip is gone.  And whatever we have in mind...we better step it up.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Down in Vermont, Patrick frowned slightly at the report he just got from Kikimo about the situation in Florida. From what she said, things were about to gear up for another war as well as an evacuation. Kai, Ja’an, Blackmoon, Heidi, Kikimo, and Trevor at least would be involved. Road Runner may or may not be: The Cree was still slippery, though a little less so since he had to think of little Piwaysis. There were also Bertha and Mictlan: Patrick knew they were often in and out of Socialist territory. It couldn’t properly be called Soviet land anymore, not since the fall of the Czar. That would explain why the birds of prey were so upset. Patrick grabbed an apple off a tree and went in, cutting it up for Mr. Crankenstein and his son, Duncan. “Butterfly, I may need to set out again. Will you be all right with Blackmoon’s guys to help around here?”

Turning from her loom, Butterfly gave him a long slow look then finally nodded.  She had felt something not quite right lately, and the Elders back on the reservation had told her that something was wrong.

“It is your duty as an Animal Speaker to go where you are needed,” Butterfly reminded him. “And you have stayed here on the farm for two years not going anywhere.  It is time, my mate, for you to do your duty as Mother Earth has gifted you with it.”

Just then...!POP!

“Flower.”  “Sister.  We need him.”  “We were just talking about that.”

“Yup...and I got Fouke down to Florida.  But we’re going to need Patrick, and Heidi to do some recon and talk to the animals ......it’s really really bad.”

“How bad?”

Flower’s pretty blue eyes grew wide as she took Butterfly’s hands in her small ones.

“Sister.....Florida is sinking.”

Butterfly whirled around and picked up a bag from behind her loom, and handed it to Patrick.

“I packed your go bag two days ago, the feeling was that strong.  Mother Earth needs you my mate, but don’t forget to return to me.”

Flower turned her back, as she knew there would be a mushy leave taking and they would need a bit of privacy.

Patrick threw the bag up over his shoulder with practiced ease, then caught Butterfly in a crushing hug and a deep kiss. “I will return,” he promised. “Like I told your elders after we took back CTI, I have a son that needs me.” Then he threw a smile at Mr. Crankenstein the bearded dragon. “And I daresay Mr. Crankenstein will have a few words to say if I don’t!” He left half the apple where the loyal (if grumpy!) creature could reach it and gave the other half to little Duncan. Patrick lifted the child up for a hug too. “And Duncan- I want you to mind your momma and help her around the farm- including making sure Mr. Crankenstein has what he needs. Do you think you can handle that?”

Duncan gave a crisp military perfect salute, then somberly nodded “I will be man of farm, everything will be A-OK, Poppa.  Me n the dogs will keep momma safe....and the crops will be safe too.  Auntie Kai gonna be there?”

“Just try and keep her out of it,” Butterfly chuckled. “And the fight would be on.  I imagine she might be asking the Osage Guerilla fighters to join in.”

Flower turned and gave her adopted sister a wide eyed stare....now THAT was an excellent idea!  Well....wait.....the Seminole would ...hmmm...this was something to ask Kai about.

Mr. Crankenstein....ever cranky but always loyal...bobbed his head up and down a few times, and Flower swore he raised a paw in a salute.  **On duty....don’t worry Patrick.  I’ll make sure the dogs know what is going on.  We’ve got some wild friends nearby too.**

Patrick gave Mr. Crankenstein a little chin scratch. “I figured the bears, lynxes, and hawks would be on duty too. Hmm- I daresay Kai will want a talk with the Seminole tribe too: We don’t want any extra diplomatic incidents!”

“I heard that they snuck out of Florida about 4 months ago,” Flower nodded. “The entire Seminole Nation just left.  They knew.  Well come on...we better hurry or we’ll miss out on what they are planning.  They were in Conference Room A when I left.”

Patrick grinned broadly and took Flower’s hand. “Well, let’s not keep them waiting! I was going to head south and talk with the critters, but sure, let’s see what else Kai has cooked up!”

_________________________

!POP!

Fortunately Margiti did not jump as she was  setting a tray down loaded with coffee and her yummy brownies.  Kai flinched...just a little....and Tazzy whirled in circles doing that odd barking noise of his.  Ja’an merely grinned at little sister...and motioned to the large screen showing the latest happenings down in Florida.  It was bad.

“My Fouke?”

“Oh don’t worry little Sister....he is just fine.  Got Marsh Man, as he called the person, out and reported that the volcano in there is belching away and the water level was slowly rising.  Tiger Platoon got across the line and is heading towards Mineral Springs.”

Patrick nodded. “That’s about what Kikimo said- about the volcano. I can’t say I’m surprised, given the area’s history. Want to bet there are a few upset spirits and the Socialists were just the last straw?”

“I wouldn’t bet against it, Bai,” Kikimo said with deceptive casualness. “The only thing that surprises me is that little stick of land was still there after all the hurricanes and so on early in the 21st century!”

“Well,” Kai piped up around a bite of brownie “remember that diagram I showed you.  Florida USED to be much bigger.  But honestly the humans are to blame for 95% of all that has happened to the land.  And I’ve been reading the geological structure reports, thank you Casper for digging that up. The entire Florida peninsula is a porous plateau of karst limestone...and....well...seawater really does a number on limestone.  It just sort of eats it away and corrodes the stuff turning it into paste. Which accounts for the other 5% variable.”

“Paste?”  Ahmose suddenly looked very worried, and he was rubbing his chin in thought.  “That means the entire peninsula is dissolving at a rather rapid rate....but why now?  What was the catalyst?  Surely it wasn’t just the humans responsible.”

“No Sir,” Casper took the floor and pulled up an underwater mapping of the tectonic plates and an ancient slip line in the Gulf.  “Now the tip of Florida used to be much further out and connected to what is now known as Cuba.  But right where the tip met is an old fault plate known as the North American Plate.  AND it is near the Caribbean Plate, which has historically caused a shit ton of problems down through time with Haiti.  Frankly Florida is one great big fossil barrier reef with mangroves, and marshes and swamps....and a legendary volcano which isn’t just a legend after all.  And recently there was some underwater geological surveying done, without the Socialists knowing about it, and there was discovered an old slip shelf right off the West of Florida in the Gulf ...and it has been noted to be moving on a small scale. But vigorously none the less. There was also another shift line discovered between Florida and their outer islands on the East side...sadly those were inundated within the last month.  AND a crack has appeared between Florida, Georgia and Alabama....it goes straight across from the Atlantic to the Gulf.  So far it is only 5 inches wide but there is salt water trickling through it.  I would say, in my professional opinion as a geologist....that Florida is doomed.”

Someone in the back of the room cleared their throat, and there stood Liam in full uniform at parade rest....and twenty of his men also in parade rest.

“If Florida is doomed then we, in good consciousness, need to get down there and rescue as many people as possible.  Red Maple stands at the ready to send aid...whether their government down there likes it or not.  Where do you need us?  Oh and a Red Maple Seal team is at the ready too. And I heard some radio reports that the Merchant Marines are already down there...and working what is left of the Southern End.”

“We need recon,” Ahmose spoke up yet again. “Where the hardest hit areas are, and get people out of there...if they are still alive.  And I strongly suggest we do not allow government officials to interfere or be allowed to be lifted out first.  If history has shown us anything, it is always those who think they are the most important who want to be spirited to safety first...and they ignore the masses.”

Nodding just once, Flower reached out to touch Heidi and Patrick...”WAIT!”  Kai yelled then sighed when all three popped out of sight.  “Damn it.  Well...maybe she will encounter a certain spirit I’ve been getting visions of.  He is royally upset.  Now if we could just figure out where the Seminole vanished to 4 months back when they all simply vacated Florida without a word.”

Kikimo jumped when Flower popped Heidi and Patrick out- and Blackmoon bristled a bit while thinking of Heidi encountering the said spirit. He forced himself to calm down.

“Well- Patrick is a McMahon, and Flower is usually pretty good about calming angry spirits- unless something is very wrong indeed,” Blackmoon said, thinking out loud. “Where did Fouke take the Marsh Man? It seems to me that he would know, if anyone living does.”

Consulting her epad, Kai nodded and pulled up a split image of a map next to red markers on another map.  “Tiger Platoon said they had come from the Florala State Park...on the Alabama side.  That seems like a good primary staging area. And that’s where Fouke took the Marsh Man.  Night Riders have rallied at Cottonwood at the other side of Alabama, to get a good angle from that direction.  Wyskoff sent me information just now on the pad which indicates that Grey Wolf Platoon has landed near Wing, at the 137 crossing.  It seems to me that we could establish a secondary staging area near the Florida/Alabama Trail Head at 346.  We could head straight down from there.”

“I will head up my branch of the Red Maple at the primary staging area,” Liam solemnly remarked. “It seems to me we could then head right on down the very Easterly side of Alabama and cross over from there if need be.  Seems to me that people would try to cross over along that part of the border since there are quite a few wildlife parks on the other side.  Tiger Platoon seems to be going down 29, and could direct people into view where our choppers can pick them up.  Psychology says that those in fear for their lives will hide, even if it means they could be placing themselves in greater danger.”

“Land bridge established,” came a familiar feminine voice. “Animals are practically stampeding across it and veering to the West....I think that’s Alabama over there. Intercepted a group of government officials as they were trying to commandeer a tanker truck, which was already occupied by fleeing civilians.  Don’t worry they are now cooling their heels on top of a concrete structure in Cypress Gardens.  Oh gee what a shame ...it is now surrounded by water.”

Kikimo doubled over laughing. Blackmoon grinned broadly and nodded to Liam.

“Excellent- and General Wyskoff did mention a few Grey Wolf guys that wanted to transfer to Watchers. Now would be a good time for him to get a look at them if he needs a refresher,” Blackmoon said.

Trevor chortled softly. “Okay, Calypso is now watching. I doubt anyone’s going to pay attention to her. And what about the Harpy eagle? Or is he a bit too prominent just yet? And when do we head out for recon?”

The radio crackled with Patrick’s voice, laughing while talking with critters about the gators and snakes that were eyeing the said officials. “I just got a relayed report about the officials that tried to grab that tanker truck. They are now surrounded by snakes and gators, and completely convinced they are about to become meals. They might be right, but no one is moving in just yet in case you want to interrogate them. Oh, and about Umbra- there is another relayed report about a human who might be him getting pretty deep into the marsh, trying to take measurements from that volcano. He’s plenty scared, but he thinks people need to know.”

“I don’t want them,” Wyskoff chimed in. “Because they sure as hell wouldn’t talk to our government and they have sealed their fate by how they treated the people during this crisis.  I say let them sweat it out and then tread water for whatever short time they would be given.”

Kikimo stopped laughing, How were they going to get the guy out of there short of Flower transportation?

“Flower.”  Kai tersely called out. “Did you get a good image from Fouke as to where the volcano is?”

“Yes Ma’am,” Flower cheerfully called out. “I’ve been chatting with him and Marsh Man.  Very good visuals.  Is there a problem?”

“Get to the volcano area and snatch out one man by the name of Umbra.  He is bravely trying to get measurements, but honestly the satellites can do it faster and safer.  Besides he may have information vital to FAM.”

“Rescue mission away!  Where do you want him?”

“Take him to where Fouke and Marsh Man are.”

“On it.”

Kai sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose  “Wyskoff will want to talk with him, and he has set up a command center at the primary staging site.”

“Heidi?”

“Ma’am...yes Ma’am.”

“Oh knock it off....you are still the same perky...anyway....did Flower drop you off with Patrick or did she put you somewhere else?”

“We split up in order to cover more ground.  I’m in the Ocala National Forest....well...more like  swamp now, because Lake George has grown considerably.  Funny though...it has a slightly salty taste to it.  Been talking with several American alligators and quite a few of the North American river otters.  They have indicated all the other animals which inhabited this place are gone now...including the various tortoises, snakes, and smaller reptiles.  These particular guys seem to be the spokespeople, so to say, for the wildlife and a massive migration actually started about a month ago.  They just stayed behind to make sure everyone was out.  By the way they got word from other animals fleeing that all the barrier islands on the Atlantic side are gone now...and either the mainland beaches are crumbling or going under.  Any buildings along that side are no longer habitable.”

They needed to get in there fast!

“Purple Away LT to Poppa Bird.”

“Poppa Bird go.”

“Did you hear Heidi’s report?”

“Heard and noted.  Satellites have given projections on when the land will no longer be stable for rescue operations.  We have about twenty-four to forty-eight hours.  Advise you to send those massive transport choppers which landed outside your base of operations.  And for you to rally at the secondary staging point.  I know you all are itching to get moving.”

“Sir Yes Sir!  Transport Chopper Pilots....warm up and head out.  You will be taking orders from Poppa Bird, so land at Primary Staging for directions on Operation Water Baby.”

Several voices were heard yelling affirmatives.

“I’d say we have plenty of recon information now,” Ahmose quietly spoke up. “The flying beauty has basically informed us that the South end of Florida is gone.  Miss Heidi reporting that the barrier islands are gone, and normally fresh water is now taking on salinity...”

Casper solemnly nodded. “It means the limestone has become completely porous now.”

“Precisely,” Ahmose agreed “and Fouke reported that the marshes were rising on the West side.”

“Grey Wolf to Poppa Bird.”

“Poppa Bird go.”

“That five inch wide crack  is now 8 inches wide and the trickle is becoming more like a stream.  I have a Forest Ranger with me, who has indicated that 5-inch crack slowly opened the way it did over a months time.  We were standing talking when we both witnessed it grow wider.  I heard some talking from a Forest Ranger on the Alabama side and the crack is emptying into the Perdido River.  This could be an ecological disaster.  AND we heard radio reports that the Merchant Marines have already landed and evacuated so many that they lost count.  More boats going in.”

“Affirmative.  Purple Away did you copy that?”

Kai was already on her feet, hastily pushing all paperwork, and epad, into her carryall.

“Not only have we copied we are scrambling.”

“Sorry Margiti there is no time for a dinner.  We have to get moving NOW....PURPLE?!”

A stampede of running could be heard...apparently Purple Platoon had arrived enforce on one of the transport choppers.  And they came skidding to a stop in the back of the conference room.

“Ma’am Yes Ma’am?”

“Roll out....move it move it !  Secondary chopper which came in behind Mina...load up.  Sorry Blackmoon...no time to load up Kraken.  He’ll need to stay here to guard...as a just in case measure.  Come on folks....grab your gear from wherever you have stashed it.  We leave in ten.”
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Trevor one-handedly typed in orders for Phoenix transports (no longer Cybernetics, thank you!) to go into population centers that Calypso said still needed to be evacuated. They started on the east side of Florida since that seemed to be going down faster. Each transport had a pair of dire wolves and a pair of Blackmoon’s soldiers to make sure only the civilians got on. Additionally, Baby- who by then had been augmented to fly at Mach 2 rather than the normal ground speeds- fell into the formation led by Mina the sentient war chopper. Baby also had been freshly restocked with The Wraith’s preferred Tools of the Trade, though she didn’t think they would be needed immediately.

Kikimo wasn’t used to huge marshes, though she had seen a few small ones while shuttling back and forth between DC and Toronto. Her lips were a thin, pale line, and were all that could be seen of her face since she started using face shields at Kai’s suggestion. The appearance of Florida sure was a far cry from when it used to be a great big playground. She glanced uneasily toward the south, almost like she could feel the angry spirit who might or might not be encouraging events.

“WCK12 to Wraith.  We’re going to split off from formation now....you take the coordinates for Orange Springs.  Our intrepid animal talker indicated that’s where she was heading with a contingency of gators.  It’s getting a bit wet in that area, and I know the gators will go slower to keep an eye on her.  So getting her up and out will speed their evacuation efforts.  Rescue Choppers 5 and 2 you go with her, in case there are others in that area needing plucked out.  K12 will swing West to Wacahoota.  Choppers 9 and 3 with me.”

“Copy that WCK12....9 and 3 breaking formation, swinging West.”

“Copy WCK12. It’s not the first time Baby has made like a speed boat!” Kikimo patted herself on the back for having reconfigured Baby’s interior to hold an extra passenger, though it would never be a comfortable proposition.

Down on the ground, the man calling himself Umbra had managed to get within eyeshot of the volcano and snap a few pictures. He didn’t think he would have time to get back to safe land- if there was any safe land to be had. He set up his transmitter and sent out one last report on the off chance someone was still listening:

**This is Umbra. The volcano in Florida that had long been dismissed as a myth is real, and has awakened. Florida maybe has days before it is completely gone. If you can escape, get out and leave everything behind that you can’t just grab and carry. Don’t wait for me and don’t search for me. I will try to make my way back but I’m not counting on being successful.**

Umbra took a few more seismological readings and sent them out, then grabbed his gear and turned to follow his back trail.

!POP! 

There stood Flower in his pathway, giving him a rather serene smile.  Reaching out she took his arm and tugged.

“Umbra I take it yes?  Come on let’s get you out of here.  You’ve done all you can.  Gracious you do look familiar!”

The young man blinked several times at the ethereal young woman. Where had she come from, anyway?

!POP!

!POP!

And now Flower and Umbra were right behind Patrick.  “Come on brother,” Flower dimpled. “We need to get out of here....oh my....” Staring across a body of water at government officials trapped up on top of some buildings...which was now surrounded by said water...she shook her head. “I’m not even going to ask how you got them up there.  But observing the surroundings I’d say they’ll be much closer to hungry mouths very soon.  Patrick...meet Umbra.  Now is there anything here you need to finish?  If so now is a good time.”

Now why did Umbra look so familiar?

Patrick grinned broadly and shook Umbra’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you! It took a lot of guts to hike through a marsh to get pics of that volcano. Here-” Patrick reached into a pocket on his go bag for a nut bar. “I think you could use this. It’s my go-to when I need something to set me back on an even keel between meals.” He eyed the sky. A number of worried birds were circling the area.

Umbra gave a chuckle that was partly nervous and partly relieved. “Yeah. I really wasn’t counting on a rescue at all. Where did the critters come from? Most were skedaddling!”

Patrick turned Umbra toward a waiting transport. “They heard from me and Colonel McMahon and are going to make sure no one interferes with the evacuation.”

“Oh good!”  Flower exclaimed. “A chopper came for you!  I was going to just get you two out of here to primary staging, then head on back down here to see what I could do.  Alright you two....off you go. And you can explain to Umbra how the creatures actually heard you.  Go on now....shoo.  Looks like this chopper has room for two more.

“But what about you- hey!” The last word was when Patrick shoved Umbra toward the chopper.

“Flower will be fine,” Patrick assured. “She can just pop back out the same way she popped you out. Anyway, the name’s Patrick McMahon- and before you ask, yes, I am one of the Colonel’s cousins. I’ve got a talent for talking with animals, including gators and such. Kai doesn’t get along well with most reptiles. Mr. Crankenstein- a bearded dragon who now lives on my farm- explained that she has an intense energy that makes most nervous. Snakes are exceptions: They like her.”

Umbra shook his head. He
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