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Teresa Kuhl would like to dedicate this book to Pete Kowalchick, and to thank him for being an unfailingly cheerful retired Navy Man...who supported her writing, from giving her one of his spare legal pads, when he saw her writing, to cheering loudly when he could.

On that note, Vendla Bramble would like to dedicate this book to two people who were very important in her life.  Byron Doyle Swafford, always with a knowing little smile on his face and something generally smart-assed to say... however he was still a supportive dear friend who believed in her.  She had to continue him by bringing him back to life in an unusual, and in what he would have called an unorthodox manner.  And to her beloved Uncle Mack...who never stopped believing in her.  

SPECIAL NOTE 

The idea for this crossover book started way back when co-author Vendla Bramble got to talking with the other author – Teresa Kuhl, which resulted in Book 5 of Vendla’s Blood Hunt series having a major plot twist, which, in turn, resulted in Teresa’s characters also having a major plot twist for her book series.  Now we happily continue that plot twist with this book, well...actually...we turned it into a series of 5 books simply because of all the pages required to tell the full story.  

We pick up the story with Kai and crew in the Chicago headquarters of the FAC (Free America Civil Militia) and the FAC doctor telling them they are all disgustingly healthy so they should stop wasting his time.  Plus he ordered them to report in to the CTI (Chicago Thaumatic Institute) so those doctors could check over their special abilities, and Nanites, for any potential problems.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Quite honestly, we have Isaac Asimov to thank for quite a few of the ideas we ran with in this book and, of course, Robert Heinlein.  If they were both still alive, we think they would have loved how we put a unique twist to it all. 
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As they accessed the tunnel connected FAC Central to CTI, Kai walked backwards while talking to everyone.  “Really, he isn’t old at all...he just likes to pretend he is.  Yeah, he’s a Millennium Blood, and was about 35 when he rose in the medical ranks to become Head Physician at 40.  But honestly, he’s around my age.... give or take about 20 years.  Major...you might remember him as an intern...a smart mouthed know it all one.  He interned under Dr. Tama.”

Blackmoon grinned. “Yes, I remember the boy. There’ve been a few times I was mightily tempted to deck him too. I’m glad he outgrew that!”

Trevor and Kikimo stared. Only twice had they seen him angry enough to resort to that specific course of action outside a battle situation- and one was the time they met Faust, and Faust was being rather mouthy.

Blackmoon winked at the Problem-Solver and Trevor. “I was still in the ‘impulsive’ stage myself. So, I don’t have that much room to talk.”

The two shook their heads. Blackmoon never talked about his time as a young soldier.

“Impulsive as in starting a foot race through the halls,” Kai chuckled then nodded over at Owen. “I had to look up your files, and some footage, to make sure that vague memory of you was correct.  You and Kane had a betting pool as to which hall was the most conducive to sliding, and which was sticky enough to get a grip with bare feet and win the race.  Apparently, according to the reports, you found that Level 2A was the slipperiest, and Sublevel B, near the animal quarters, was the best for barefoot racing.  OH, and he decided to also try riding my mutant horse, Mutke, in an impromptu rodeo with the other horses.  THAT last stunt wasn’t on video or in the files...but Mutke told me about it.  By the way he’s down in the stables if you’d like to say hello after we’re done at CTI. Yup he’s still fit as a fiddle even after all this time, that’s how we know for sure he’s a mutant.”

“And,” Kai added with a roguish grin. “I DID deck the doctor when he was an intern.  Knocked him out cold too.  Dr. Tama had warned him, but he didn’t believe her when he came at with me that hypodermic needle.”

Blackmoon rocked back laughing. “I’ll make sure to visit Mutke! He was a fine horse by any standards, Mutant or otherwise. And yes, that is about how I remember the decks. It made sense, to be able to keep a foothold while controlling a sick, injured, or scared animal.”

“Mutke would love to see you again,” Kai nodded “although he might bare his teeth at you as a reminder just who is in charge.  He thinks he is ...all the time.”

A sliding door shooshed open, leading the party into a utilitarian tunnel.  It went deep under the street intersecting the FAC buildings and the CTI complex.

Blackmoon immediately noticed that, given how he spent much of his life. It probably was a good idea, to keep the wind and weather out.

Down the well-lit corridor could be seen a blue and white steel door, and Kai thought it best to prepare everyone for what would be on the other side.  Glancing over her shoulder, while walking backwards, she noted that Thunder had morphed down to his Jack Russell terrier form and was already at the door making incredible heights in his ‘boing jumps’ (as her long ago partner had termed it).

“Now,” she continued “don’t be shook up by our reception.  Ja’an will you hurry up back there!  For crying out loud they won’t hook you up to the ECG machine again...I swear! Anyways...there will be quite a few people waiting for us.  And they’ll argue as to who gets you first, so just smile and nod.  They have their own regular physician as well, and he’ll want to go over the initial findings, probably ask you about your sleep patterns and such. Plus, will have the notes from the FAC Physician and will follow through on the recommendations.  He’s quite thorough.  Then other techs will have you sit in a booth while they do readouts of your nanites and see what the remote ECG has to say.  They will also do initial MAD readouts, then ask for your input on what you can or cannot do.  Then they’ll figure out a way to test so you can demonstrate.  After that we talk with the psi officer who will lead you through some techniques so you won’t overload out in the field, or how to recognize when you might be and what to do about it.”

Shrugging just once, when Patrick questioned why she still would overload at times, Kai had the grace to blush a little bit.  “I’m what is known as a Wild Blood, it’s been way over 100 years and we’re still not 100% sure what I can do or what will manifest...sometimes it works, other times it does whatever it damn well wants.  I have all the Elements, plus can talk with the planet and almost all the animals.  Still can’t talk to fish though...they’re rather aloof little chits. And don’t get me started on alligators...I still have that limp from the one encounter, and I never want to even see one from far away ever again.  Then there’s the ability to read people’s minds and probe their subconscious...sometimes that can be rather dicey.  Fortunately, I can’t walk through things like Road Runner can.... oh boy are the techs going to love testing your molecule displacement skill!  I can see in the dark and have damn good hearing...just like Kiki and Patrick.  It seems to run in the family.  Being the Earth Warrior I just do not know what all I can do, or what Kumde Kwe may gift me.  So, the techs have learned over the years to just go with the flow and try not to hyperventilate when I show up. They tend to be a bit excitable.”

Road Runner chuckled. “I imagine a test for me could be set up at the old fortress: I’m pretty sure there are a few bubbles left from where Kikimo brought it down- Fireball Take One.” He winked at Kai. “But I doubt they’re going to want to travel all that way up. As for the fish- well, most seem to have short attention spans, though there are exceptions. Patrick?”

Patrick nodded. “Pretty much, so I don’t feel so bad about catching them for my meals. Gators.” He shook his head. “I might respect them, but I prefer to live where they aren’t, thank you!”

Kikimo patted Kai’s shoulder. “I remember you digging around in Francios’ mind- and you started to overload then too. I’m pretty sure Momma Martha had a few words with you over that!”

“Ummm.... yeah” Kai blushed yet again. “She scolded me but good.  Oh, and Road Runner, the techs will have stuff you can displace.  There’s one room which has a hollow room hidden behind one wall.... they’ll probably ask you to find it.  And then there’s the heavily secured vault.... I have a feeling they will test you on that one.  Yeah, and as for Gators...”  Kai sighed and shook her head thinking about that long ago encounter.  “Apparently, they are not prone to suggestion, nor are they willing to negotiate.  I had no idea there was one living in that section of the Perdido River when I crossed it late that night, and he was not giving off signals I could pick up on until BAM there he was.  Helluva fight too...Gator lost and the FAC Commander of the time got some right nice alligator skin accessories. And little ol’ Kai with a badly gashed thigh and weeks of medical recuperation.  But by gods I won the battle. Aaaaand.... here we are....Ready?”

Trevor gave a low impressed whistle. “Blackmoon, I might take you up on that survival class you offered a few months ago. The gator would probably have some nice new Trevor-skinned accessories if I had been in that spot!”

Blackmoon winked at Trevor. “Let’s see about that after you play with the poor techs’ computers!” He nodded to Kai.

“I run the FAC Survival Training School,” Kai somberly replied as she tapped in the code on a keypad sitting square in the middle of the heavy steel door “and I would be more than happy to help train Trevor.  By the time I got done with him he will be able to survive living and thriving in the worst conditions the planet could throw at him.”

That was all she had time to say before the door swung open and they were greeted by a tense, silent, crowd of techs/scientists/doctors.  Everyone, but Kai, got ushered to a large room filled with technical equipment, chairs on small pedestals and cubicles filled with monitoring equipment.  Kai had been spirited off by the CTI physician so she could run some scans and figure out why that neck implant had spontaneously upgraded itself.

“So,” one of the scientists commented as the techs began placing monitoring electrodes on everyone else...after they were settled into the chairs...with Thunder calmly sitting by watching, still in his JRT form “did the Colonel ever tell you guys about how old she was when the FAC recruited her...and why?”

A few techs smiled and shook their heads, the stories were still told about that time.

“She was just 15 years old,” the scientist continued (deliberately telling the old story as a way to keep the newly found Bloods relaxed while preparations were made) “and the FAC had gotten wind of some enemy activity South of the Rio Grande.  They wanted someone who could get over the border river without being detected and spy on the activity, when they heard the Osage were well known for stealth and were fierce fighters...well they paid a visit to the Tzi Shu Reservation to see if the Elders could recommend someone.  What the Commander of Central, at that time, wasn’t aware of was that not everyone was present in the village when they showed up with armed soldiers.... tactical error really.  The Colonel...just known as young Kele-de at the time, was out hunting, picked up on her mother’s sudden fear and distress and came running.  None of the soldiers even felt her...just that there she was all of sudden and the girl was fighting angry.  Got to the Commander and had that dirk, you’ve probably seen, right at his throat when the esteemed Elder War Chief smiled and quietly introduced the girl.  His exact words are still well known. “Here is the girl I was telling you about.  Wild Child put the blade down he means no harm.”  

“Yup,” a tech remarked as she flipped some switches to calibrate her monitoring equipment to Trevor’s initial readings. “the Commander didn’t believe it at first, but then when the other soldiers told him she just went right through them without a sound...well.... she was sent on the mission as a test to see if she was FAC material.  Two weeks later Kai showed back up with all the film used, copious notes and some terse advice for the Commander.  The rest is history.  Frankly the Colonel was the youngest recruit ever, the FAC normally doesn’t recruit until the person is at least 18.  But there was something about her quiet determination and steady way of looking at a person that got their attention.  Oh...and the fact she was already an experienced mutant hunter had a lot to do with it as well.  There.... Mr. Peterson you have an amazing resting level readout...now we’ll need to take a sample of blood to calibrate further...”

“She told us about that- but not about the Commander sending an armed regiment,” Trevor said. “Not a smart thing to do if you want to negotiate- which I’m pretty sure he did want. It’s the same in business: If you want a partnership you don’t show up threatening an aggressive take-over.”

Kikimo nodded in her cubicle. “Yup. Same with me: If you want to contract me as a Problem Solver, you don’t threaten me. That’s a good way to get an extra hole or two.”

“We may never know why the Commander made first contact in the manner he did,” the elderly scientist sighed as he checked the security of the electrodes “no one, besides the Hunter Guild, had ever been in touch with the Osage at that point...so it could be he was wanting to be prepared for any contingency.  But it turned out far better than the FAC could have ever hoped for...they got a mutant monster hunter out of the bargain, and a damn fine sniper too.  Now if we could just understand her abilities better...even the Elders can’t tell us for sure...other than smiling and calling her Wild Child.  There we go nice and snug.  Mr. Peterson if you’d hold your arm still, we can get a small blood sample...there...good.”

Nodding at the head scientist that she had the calibration on Trevor, the man turned to somberly regard the tech talker sitting in the chair.  

“Okay...Mr. Peterson...let’s start with you.  I have been advised that you are a tech talker.  Tell me....do you have to be touching the technology in order to persuade it to do what you want?  Explain the process to me if you please.”

“Honestly, I never thought of it,” Trevor said. “Physical contact helps- but as you know, I hacked that satellite- and there’s no way I could touch that!” He grinned at the scientist. “It was almost like it helped me when it heard from my laptop. Apparently, most AIs don’t like being misused, at least not the self-aware ones. As for the nanites- well, I was pretty much in the zone while creating them, helping the different materials to organize and programing them so they could do what I needed them to do. I wasn’t betting on them reaching full sentience, but once they did, they seemed to view me as Daddy- so of course I had to take care of them some.” He chuckled. “A few even cheered when I ran over a few of the Czar’s guys at Montoya Manor.”

“You ran over...”  shaking his head, the head scientist waved his hands as well as if saying, ‘never mind’ “all right Mr. Peterson do you see that bot sitting next to the monitor?  I want you to see if you can remotely tell it to recite the Second Law of Thermodynamics, and then have the monitor display the mathematical equation for it.  Why?  Well....it is the Colonel’s favorite theory she oftentimes uses in the field and has proven it many times in the past 100 years.”

One of Trevor’s eyebrows rose. “Do you mean vocally? Because I don’t know anything about telepathy!”

Road Runner chortled in his cubicle. “I think you might, but you need the right affinity. You’re the only person I know who can build Nanites in your bedroom rather than a lab!”

Well, Road Runner was right about that. The original nanites were conceived and built in a laboratory, requiring a very clean environment. They changed, and the new ones were built, once they were released into ‘the wild’, so to speak. Trevor shrugged. “Okay, my mechanical friend- I’m going to say this out loud because it will help me to stay focused. What is the Second Law of Thermodynamics?”

For a minute there was absolute silence in the lab, and the tech watched her monitoring equipment almost holding her breath.  Then.... a little blip indicated something was happening in Trevor’s system.... then another blip....and another.... her eyes widened as the monitor watching the bot suddenly matched the frequency of Trevor’s....and the bot ‘woke up’ to stare at Trevor.  In fact, the tech almost cheered when it addressed Trevor.

“Mr. Peterson, Sir?  The Second Law of Thermodynamics?  Every sentient knows that one.  Even the ones in your system.”

Clearing his throat, the head scientist smiled in amusement at Trevor then nodded at the bot.  “Answer Mr. Peterson’s question, Alfred.”

“Yes Sir.  The Second Law of Thermodynamics is formulated by the observation that the entropy of isolated systems left to spontaneous evolution cannot decrease, as they always arrive at the state of thermodynamic equilibrium where the entropy is highest at the given internal energy.  The natural process therefore cannot be reversed.”

“Excellent,” the tech called out “the energy patterns were on the same frequency.  Mr. Peterson your CDAT levels haven’t even budged...another blood sample please.  How do you feel?”

A phlebotomist carefully drew another small blood sample and inserted it into the analyzer....CDAT levels within normal accepted parameters.

“Very good,” the elderly scientist chuckled “now...Mr. Peterson can you explain how you did that?  AND how do you normally tech talk while out in the field?”

“It was just like talking with you, or any other biological being.” Trevor patted the robot’s ‘head’. “I do have to concentrate some most of the time- Kind of like how you might while thinking about some formula. I didn’t with Alfred because he was already sentient, maybe even self-willed. I would just think about the problem I want to solve or hold the results I want in my mind and let the energy flow where it needs to be- then voila! The tech talks back! After that I just hold to normal conversational levels because the Tech pretty much recognizes me.”

“Is that how you got the Nanites to develop sentience?”

Another tech curiously called out as they gently carried a rather excited Advanced Nanite into the room. “Anyone know who this is?  He, somehow, came through our blast proof door in the tunnel without leaving a mark!”

Thunder got all excited and ran yapping to the tech, bouncing higher and higher until the tech had no choice but to place the Nanite on the ground.  Who, in turn, started jumping higher and higher and yapping back at Thunder.

“Ok they know each other....and.... where are they going?” as both Thunder and Nanite scampered out of the main lab area.

“Mr. Peterson,” the head scientist asked curiously “does the Lieutenant Colonel, just by some wild chance, happen to be acquainted with that Nanite??”

Trevor chuckled. “That’s Swafford. He guards the kitchen for us now but decided to hitch a ride to meet his human’s family. As for the Nanites- most of them also got a boost from the Earth Keeper near the fortress Kikimo and I pretty much blew up, and the sentience spread to all of them- Including the Gremlins! I created them mostly for clean-up. The Gremlins are too small for a human to see with the unaided eye, but the little guys are amazingly effective. I’ve never seen Swafford trying to imitate Thunder before!”

Laughter rang out through the large main lab, and chuckling continued for some time as various techs tried to attend to matters.  Finally, the head scientist firmly reminded them they had the life and death task of making sure these newly found Bloods were cataloged properly and baselines established, before they could even think about allowing the Psi officer to work with them.  “We have a lot of work to do,” he reminded the room “and these fine folks have a HUGE job to do back East....so let’s get cracking.”

—————————————————————-
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It was relatively quiet down where Kai was seated, talking with the Psi Officer, the CTI Physician and her Handler.  Yes, every Blood who was an FAC soldier had a Handler...every Blood period had one whenever possible.  They needed that backup from time to time, even if some Bloods went through quite a few over the years.  Samir had gone through at least 50 in the past 100 years, and CTI had lost count how many Kai had managed to make nuts or walk off the job. 

“Really the only time I overloaded while up there was when Specialist Flowers and I were tag teaming that Francoise creep.  My gods some of the stuff I found in his mind implicated a lot of high standing officials, most of whom were dead by that time...and the secrets...HOWEVER....”

What was that noise?  SWAFFORD!  Holding out her arms for the Nanite, Kai’s face lit up the likes of which her Handler had never witnessed before.  “Oh, you naughty Nanite...how did you get over here?  Yes Yes...I know you were worried...but see I’m fine.  Surely human Swafford had told you about this place?  Yes, we will see his descendants soon....no, these fine folks haven’t hurt me in any fashion.  They keep me healthy.... yup they are responsible for the neck implant.  Oh, now don’t growl at them!”  “Folks...this is the Advanced Nanite I told you about, who bonded with Byron when we had been over there initially. Oh, honey don’t cry...”

—————————————————————————————————————
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Back at the main lab, the head scientist gave Trevor a wary side eyed glance “Anymore of those running around?  Or was this a stowaway from up North?”

Trevor grinned. “Oh, there are plenty more Nanites. But Swafford is the only one I know who came along with us. Not that that means much: There may be a few still closer to Gremlin size who hitched rides on all of us. Swafford was the surprise though.”

“WHAT!?!”  A rather nervous young tech squeaked at that yell and dropped a tray loaded with beakers with some sort of liquid.... the entire tray shattered upon contact with the floor.  “If they .... what on earth is happening....”  What was happening was that the glass seemed to vanish, the smoking liquids vanished....and there was one very nervous tech with spattered clothing who was twitching just a bit.  “There is something on me....and it...tickles...”

Trevor chuckled. “It sounds like you have a crew of Gremlins of your very own. Congratulations, you’ll never have to clean up again! Though you might want to let them know if you need something left alone.” To the not-quite-visible Gremlins, he added, “Give the poor tech a break! He’s still trying to figure us out!”

“We have...and...” turning just a bit pale, the head scientist sat down hard on a nearby chair and rubbed his forehead.  The thought of something so minute running around his labs almost gave the man a heart attack.  Not a virus though, part of his thought processes were heading in the other direction from the labs being infected and were pointing out the advantage of having Gremlins keeping the place clean.  

“Well,” he finally nervously chuckled. “I guess we can specify what things are NOT to be messed with...I am hoping they are of high intelligence and will understand the difference between spills and dirt from experiments being run.  And, yes please, would you leave the tech alone...he’s still new here and rather high strung.  He is originally from London and studied at Oxford, poor lad is in awe of the Thaumatic Institutes in general.  OH,” the man looked around the lab unsure of where to address the next remark, so he decided just to say it out loud “and please stay away from the large sealed metallic containers you will find throughout our institute.  We’re working on a way to neutralize radiation poisoning.  It’s an experiment which we hope will solve the problem on that site in South Japan.” 

Trevor thought a moment. “Hmm- I remember them using Mattern’s e-pad to communicate with us. With the Non-tech people, I should say. Do you think you can leave one for them?”

“Can we ever!” a tech called out, then laughingly pointed at the bank of e-pads lined up being charged along a far wall. “We can’t leave our labs without one of those devices.  No matter where we go in our massive complex we are connected by e-pads, cell phones or communication devices embedded behind our left ear.  And if we leave the complex there’s another e-pad we use which has less sensitive information on it, and the comm devices.  Do we need to work out a code for them, or do they use binary language or text to voice, or just text?”

“The ones I remember just used text,” Trevor said. “I imagine they could use binary too if they wanted to.”

Motioning for one the techs to fire up an e-pad and placing it on the floor where the breakage had occurred, the head scientist looking around, shrugged, and remarked “Well I am going to initially feel silly about this...but.  Gremlins?  Would you like to work here with all of us at CTI?  If so.... may I humbly ask you reply on this e-pad...using text format please?  AND could you enlighten us as to what all you can or cannot do?”

The Gremlins did a little bit more than text: They drew a picture of the spy’s campsite, and the events leading to the said spy’s demise. They then showed how they dismantled everything- though they refrained from showing anything that might have been done to the corpse. They also showed the work they did in the Black Tower, which included even rebuilding a few spots the raiders needed to stay stable until they were ready to evacuate.

Trevor gave a low whistle. “I can assure you I didn’t teach them to do that! They learned on their own!”

“I SWEAR they drew a picture of the Colonel ...was she at the spy’s camp?  And what is this little mouse sitting on her foot?  My goodness.... these are detailed blueprints too.  So.... they can build as well as clean up contaminants and annihilate evidence of things.  Fascinating absolutely fascinating.  And you had a hand in their coming into being? And they listen to you.... tell me I heard things when you said they recognize you?”

Then the tech added with a concerned frown. “How are you feeling right now, Mr. Peterson?  Any ringing of the ears, headache, dizziness?  What happens when you overdo things a bit with the tech?”

“That was the Colonel- She was a First Lieutenant then. The little mouse would be Private Mousie. He helped get the Gremlins into the camp.” Trevor chuckled. “I put the Gremlins on an old shoestring and Private Mousie convinced the spy it was the world’s greatest toy.”  He thought a moment. “I do get some ringing in the ears and maybe need to sleep afterwards. Anyway, the Nanites seem to see me as ‘Daddy’. And yes, they are quite talkative, especially the larger Evolved ones.”

“Any of the side effects being experienced now? And you are regarded as their father??  Absolutely fascinating!”  More typing commenced, and the initial contact data retrieved whereupon the tech did see something about a mouse being referred as being instrumental in the initial operations.  So.... the wildlife in that area were also sentient?  

“Larger evolved ones.... the one which Thunder recognized, and they left in search of Kai, was that one of the evolved ones?”

Trevor nodded. “Yup. The original ones were microscopic, little beings created to fulfill certain instructions. But after the encounter with the Earth Keeper, some grew. Some remained their original size. All of the ones that were present became self-aware. And they were the ones that helped the Gremlins along the same road. These days I’m very careful about ordering them around. I treat them as employees, not tools.”

“Well yeah,” the tech breathed. “I wouldn’t dare order a sentient being around, especially if they could get angry and cause catastrophic damage.  Earth Keeper?  Omigods it really is true then...they have awakened?”  Practically shaking herself back to the task at hand, the tech made some more quick notes then nodded.  “Alright...I have enough for the psi officer to work with...I have been advised you are to go down to our cafeteria where the cooks will have a tray waiting for you.  After that the psi officer will meet up with all of you to go over the CDAT protocol plans for each of your unique abilities.”

——————————————————————————————————
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The tech working with Patrick, merely shook her head at all the noise then motioned for Patrick to follow her into a quieter lab where there were many animals of various sizes, sitting in open faced cages.... while there were no doors to hold them in they all seemed rather content to just sit there and observe the silly humans.  Rats, ferrets, a cockatiel who kept saying HELLO at the top of its lungs, a Maine Coon cat who could care less really, a puppy of indeterminate breeding, a rather large bearded dragon who was eyeing Patrick with great interest, a Chinchilla who was nervously watching the bearded dragon, hamsters, gerbils, a rare Northern red-bellied turtle, a lop eared rabbit hopped up to Patrick and placed its front paws on his feet while staring up at him, and a mini potbellied pig wearing a bright red sweater were all in attendance in the room.

“Our menagerie,” the tech grinned “all of them real sweethearts too...except for Mr. Crankenstein the bearded dragon.  He gets grouchy from time to time, and we can never figure out why.  Now...what I’d like for you to do is just relax...sit down on the comfy mat and focus on the animals around you.  See which one comes to you.... well the rabbit is here first.  I’m sure Mortimer, that’s the rabbit, has something to say.  I’ll be over here at the desk monitoring your readouts.  Just for the record.... verbalize how you connect to the animals, and please for gods sake don’t say what the Colonel always says ‘oh I just do it’.  She drives me up the wall with that remark.”

Patrick sat down and ran a gentle hand down the rabbit’s back. “But that really is about all there is to it- especially if there is something they want to say, or if they want to communicate with you. Frankly, I’m a little surprised there aren’t more critter-speakers, though some critters are a bit pickier than others- and I suspect that’s the case with Mr. Crankenstien.” He nodded toward the bearded dragon. “Most of my experience is with canines- Dogs, or the occasional wolf-dog cross. So, Mortimer, what’s on your mind?”

**That Mr. Crankenstein keeps hissing at me, ** Mortimer whimpered and snuggled up against the nice man “and I’ve been nothing but nice to him.  Ever since he got here that beast has blamed everyone but himself for his situation.  Even Frankenfluff, the cat, has told him this is a good place to live.  No one pokes us or feeds us nasty things.... we’re free to move about and everyone loves on us.  But nooooo...he wants to act as if he’s the biggest meanest dragon to ever exist.... puhlease...he’s a lizard.  And if he’d just stayed in his enclosure at the zoo, he wouldn’t have been picked up by Animal Control so many times.”

Patrick stroked the rabbit’s back again. “Just a grumpy old man, I guess. Just leave him alone if you can.” He smiled up at the tech. “Mortimer was just telling me that Mr. Crankenstein doesn’t like him, though he wants to be friends. He also indicates that Mr. Crankenstein thinks he’s a dragon- Rather like a Chihuahua thinks it’s the biggest baddest dog to ever exist. Apparently, Mr. Crankenstein hasn’t appreciated being picked up by animal control- and I don’t blame him there.”

“Well, if he’d stayed in his enclosure, a spacious one I might add, at the zoo he wouldn’t be living here now,” the tech remarked while giving said lizard a raised eyebrow glance.  “we’ve been over that subject before.  Haven’t we Mr. Crankenstein?”  Said lizard hissed at the tech, who just shook his head. “What we cannot get out of him is WHY he kept running away.  It’s fortunate for him that the animal control agent is affiliated with CTI.  When he picked up the grouch for the 20th time, he brought him here thinking maybe we could figure it out.  So far, he refuses to even talk with Colonel McMahon.  Maybe you can find out.”

**He’s bored,” the rabbit solemnly informed Patrick “but that’s all he has said.  Maybe he’ll tell you why.**

“It wouldn’t hurt to try,” Patrick agreed with the rabbit. “Mortimer says Mr. Crankenstein says he’s bored. Well, Mr. Crankenstein?” He strolled over to the bearded dragon, though he didn’t presume to pick the creature up. “What can we do to fix stuff for you?”

HISSSSSS.  Then the bearded dragon paused and cocked his head to stare up at the redheaded man...blinked...blinked again then bobbed his head up and down.

**You can talk with all of us!??  Why haven’t they brought an animal speaker in here before now?  Well...other than that annoying woman who strongly resembles you.  I refuse to talk with a female.... they are so.... ugh demanding.  What can you do to fix.... well for starters I need a constant source of light and warmth AWAY from all these other creatures.  They babble constantly and it hurts my ears.  And something to climb high up on....and how would you like to eat nothing but crickets and meal worms?!?  Some nice little chunks of raw steak now and then would be nice and green leafy vegetables....and oh my it’s been years since I had a lovely apple. And I need a lovely little pool where the others aren’t fouling it up and a little rubber ducky to play with.  I wouldn’t be so cranky if the others would just show a little respect....and the silly humans would listen to what I am trying to tell them! I need something to do.**

**See,**  Mortimer literally nodded **he’s bored.  And I’m sorry Mr. Crankenstein but you never told me to stay out of your open living quarters...you shiver, and I thought maybe you needed warming up. **

**Well,** the dragon sighed, **you’re actually not so bad.**

Patrick’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Let’s get something straight, Mr. Crankenstein: That female is one of the finest fighters to exist and has sacrificed a lot for this world. I suppose if you don’t know how to talk with her then silence is best. But the rest of your requests aren’t unreasonable. I’ll pass it on.” He sighed and straightened. “Apparently Mr. Crankenstein doesn’t react well to females. But apparently his new home does need some alterations. He wants a constant source of light and warmth, a little pool that the other critters can’t get into, something to climb- and he wants a little rubber ducky. Apparently, the constant chatter hurts his ears. Oh yes, and he wants a little steak now and then, some green leafy vegetables, and maybe even an occasional apple. He needs something to do and feels you aren’t listening to what he’s trying to tell you.”

“He dissed Colonel McMahon.  Really?  Well....at one time she did comment about not being able to communicate with fish as they were aloof chits, and she’s not fond of alligators...with good reason.  So possibly cold-blooded creatures and her might not see eye to eye on things.  As for Crankenstein’s needs...we can certainly do that.  That zoo he was in didn’t give us much to go on, in fact they were relieved to not having to deal with him.”

**I did not realize that the McMahon was so highly thought of, ** Crankenstein somberly remarked “she’s just so brusque whenever she comes in to see us.  Then again from where I have been positioned the female DID look rather pale on those occasions, and once had dried blood on her face.  As for alligators...I share that same animosity towards them.  Dreadful beasts who think they own the planet.  I do apologize if I have upset you with my remarks...just that no one has ever thought to ask how I feel about things.**

Patrick smiled faintly. “Yes, some people don’t have that strong an affinity for cold-blooded beings- and I suspect most of us McMahons fall in that category. And Mr. Crankenstein doesn’t like alligators either.”  He bowed his head respectfully to the bearded dragon. “I suspect when you saw her, it was taking everything she had to stay on her feet. And a lot of us humans might seem brusque when that happens. Anyway, I have a farm over near the Great Lakes. I can send you some vegetables. I even have a small apple grove. The apples should be coming into season right about now.”

Mr. Crankenstein actually started bobbing his head up and down, even dancing around in a circle before scrambling up Patrick’s arm to stare him in the eyes.  **YOU have a farm?  Oh, what I would give to live on a farm!!  All those luscious vegetables and fruits, and bugs and...are there alligators on or near your farm?**  Mortimer fell over giggling and kicking his feet, that dragon could be so funny at times.

Patrick chuckled and tickled Mortimer a bit. “No alligators,” Patrick promised. “The occasional gecko. The winters are too cold for gators. There are a lot of dogs that help guard the place and bring in meat. We do have a couple of greenhouses for coffee and other stuff that can’t handle cold weather well.” He winked at the techs. “As you probably gathered, Mr. Crankenstein loves the idea of living on a farm.”

“You would allow him to go live on your farm?” the scientist asked with bated breath. “And you’d have no problem with that?  He REALLY doesn’t belong in a zoo...or a lab...”

Mr. Crankenstein started doing a somewhat impressive job, for a bearded dragon, of jumping up and down on Patrick’s shoulder.  

**PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE LET ME LIVE ON YOUR FARM!” he shouted. “I’LL BE A GOOD BEARDED DRAGON AND WORK FOR MY KEEP!!  NO BAD BUGS OR WORMS....PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE!!!**

Patrick chuckled. “Certainly, you can. We’ll even set up a warm bed in the kitchen for you: The stove keeps things toasty.  I’ll need to contact the soldiers manning the place, so they’ll know to expect you. The canines will help with the meat you seem to want, and there is no shortage of vegetables. The carrot harvest was impressive too. There will be trees and rocks for you to climb, and I’m sure we can supply you with all the toys you want.”

Mr. Crankenstein froze to stare up at Patrick.... then slowly moved his torso forward to plant a sweet little kiss on his cheek.

“Well now that that is resolved,” the tech laughed. “I’ll fill out the paperwork to transfer one bearded dragon over to your care and fill out the fields for the psi officer to look over.  You are to report down to our cafeteria where a chef will be waiting for you with a specially loaded food tray, then the psi officer will meet up with all of you for your CDAT protocols.  Congratulations Mr. McMahon, Mr. Crankenstein...”

——————————————————————————————————
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Road Runner had gotten his initial baselines calculated, and cataloged, before the techs involved with his testing took him down to a large sub-basement, still attached to his electrodes and still monitored on laptops taken along for the purpose.  Finally, they stopped in front of an imposing LARGE steel/iron/who knows what kind of metal safe door.  “Our vault.” A tech explained with pride. “Now we are told that you can shift molecules of substances so you can go through...this isn’t a hillside, but it should test your upper limits of abilities.  Sitting in the vault is another tech holding a file folder.  You are to shift the metals aside to go in, be handed the file, and come back out then shift the metals back into place.  Now...before you do that...can you explain HOW you accomplish this?”

Road Runner eyed the vault thoughtfully. “It’s kind of like swimming- and easier through rock and dirt than metals, since most rocks and dirt are a bit ‘soft’ and disorganized. Crystals are the exception to that- and that’s why I’ve not run into problems with the Earth Keepers.” He gave the tech a roguish grin. “I made sure to give them wide berth- good thing, given what’s happened since the one near the fortress woke up. Some of the harder materials I might ask to move aside. When I need to get out of sight, I generally choose the narrowest spots between two caves or tunnels. By the time my pursuers arrive, there’s no sign of my whereabouts. I do have to ‘focus’ a bit first- so that means I might use my Talent more than Trevor or Kikimo do theirs.” Road Runner eyed the vault wall again, his eyes narrowing slightly. When he dove in, the metal rippled as if it were water. When he found the tech, he shook himself all over and unwrapped one of the energy bars. He smiled apologetically. “I was told frequent meals. I hope you don’t mind!”

“Not at all,” the tech calmly remarked and even pulled out a glass of chocolate milk from a fridge and handed it to Road Runner. “I’m rather used to Bloods needing to eat something after using an ability.  Although, I must say, you’re the first one I’ve ever met, or witnessed, swimming through a metal door.  Fascinating...absolutely fascinating.”  Tapping on his earpiece, the tech quietly remarked to the techs standing on the other side of the vault door.  “He came through in fine shape, it’ll be a few minutes Mr. Road Runner is fueling up for the return trip.  Yes, one of those energy bars.”

Road Runner accepted the chocolate milk gratefully. He couldn’t remember the last time he had any. “I’ll be wanting another bar before I go back. Like I told the other tech, metals are a little harder to convince than some other materials.” He took a chug of the milk, then returned his attention to the bar.

“Oh, now you want to get energy from that old dry thing,” the tech laughed “come on ...I have something fresher, easier to chew and so much tastier.  Now look...” handing Road Runner a moist energy bar “it may appear to be grains and such, but it also tastes like chocolate.  It’s our special recipe which the Colonel helped formulate.  Apparently, she is a chocolate addict and we’re always finding chocolate bars she’s hidden throughout our building.  Says it’s for just in case.  Swear that woman never gains weight though.  Go on.... give it a try.... trust me you’ll feel a thousand percent better.”

Road Runner chuckled. “Kai has managed to get Kikimo addicted to chocolate too. She was horrified to find out how hard it was to get chocolate and coffee where we are.” He finished off his second bar and another chug of milk, then devoured the bar the tech offered him. After he finished the milk, he held his hand out for the file. “Our friend outside says he wants that.”

“I’m sure he does,” the tech drolly remarked. “I had to come in and locate the information.  Took me an hour going back through some of our older files.... it’s about your ancestress who volunteered for the Millennium Project.”  Handing it over, he winked and placed another special protein bar in Road Runner’s other hand.  “You’ll want this...trust me.  And later on, we’ll need to talk about why chocolate and coffee are so difficult to procure in that Canadian province. This is fascinating, and a bit worrisome, how the rest of that country has no problem with supply and demand.”

Road Runner nodded. “I think Kikimo might know. She and Patrick were the only ones who could get coffee- and chocolate is considered a treasure!” He stuffed the new bar into his travel pouch, hugged the file, and dove back through the wall. He looked quite pleased with himself when he got back to the tech outside.

“Ah.... he told you,” one of the female techs nodded while closely watching the readouts and pointing to a chair for him to sit in.  His blood pressure was spiking.  “So.... can you tell us how it felt moving the metals aside in comparison to perhaps a small earthen wall?  Yes, your great great grandmother was an interesting one.  We highly suspect she already had latent abilities before the project got underway, and that there are still some up on the Cree Reservation who are latent Bloods as well.  But the Council up there refuses to allow any testing.”

“The metal was a bit heavy- almost tried to crush me a bit. It seems metal and I don’t get along well.” Road Runner started to flip open the file, but refrained at the last instant, not sure how the techs would react to that. “And that’s another reason I don’t wear much clothing while Running: Most attire has some metal in it. Earth and rock are more cooperative.”

“Then we highly recommend, in fact strongly recommend, you stick to wearing cotton blend clothing...and leather shoes, perhaps moccasins as the Lieutenant Colonel is prone to wear.  It will work with you not against.  So.... you felt the metal was trying to crush you?  How do you physically feel?  Ah.... you best sit down; you have a trickle of blood coming from your nose.  You are overloading.”  Turning around the tech snapped her fingers and motioned for the medics to come forward to start an IV of electrolytes on him.... while she checked the electrodes and readouts.  Yes...it was indicating a slight overload.  “Well...good thing you ate that chocolate before coming back out, eat the other one now.  We will sit here until you’re feeling perkier....and for further elucidation...we will put in your charts noting NO metal moving.  I do wonder if certain rocks would give more problems than other types of rock composition.  Iron ore?”

“Low concentrations of iron ore aren’t a problem.” Road Runner found a tissue and used it to blot his face. “Some strain from that metal. It helped that I took time to refuel- as you noted. I don’t try to go through areas with high concentration of iron: It’s easier to just go around it, maybe use it to set up an avalanche if I’m being followed.”

Raising an eyebrow, the medic on hand reached over and started another IV, in Road Runner’s other arm, which contained a 5% Dextrose solution...it always worked on other Blood’s who were manifesting early CDAT overload, plus he exchanged out the remote heart monitor leads for a more direct connection.... just as a precaution.

“Well, it’s always a wise to refuel, especially when having tests run on you,” the tech carefully remarked while noting readings “I just wish that Colonel McMahon would take more precautions.  Please do not ignore any signs of overload...there is a certain point of no return, and it is highly doubtful even the nanites would be able to help you recover.  Alright...noted in your records that high concentrations of iron ore will also give you issues.  Earth, but no iron ore, and...have you really started avalanches?  The Earth Warrior can start small earthquakes... if highly motivated.”

“Perhaps I should say rockslides: Leave the dirt and ore a bit loose so the least vibration makes it tumble down.” By then, Road Runner was no longer bleeding. No doubt he would receive stern orders to eat well- Just like Kai had been so often nagged!

Nodding at the readouts now evening out, the tech unhooked the leads from Road Runner...then paused as the medic checked his equipment before also nodding and taking out the various medical lines/electrodes etc. 

“There...you’re good as new.  HOWEVER,” the tech gave him a stern look “you are to report to the CTI cafeteria on the double.  I will call ahead and warn them...you’ll find a full tray waiting for you.  THAT was too close for comfort young man.  And I’ll let the psi officer know the results so she can work up a CDAT profile for you.”

Road Runner jumped lightly to his feet and saluted the tech. “Yes, Sir!” With a roguish wink, he marched off to the cafeteria. For that matter, didn’t Blackmoon warn Kikimo and Trevor to eat well after healing from injuries? He figured this was much the same thing.

———————————————————————————
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Meanwhile yet another tech was working with Kikimo...baseline readings compared to what the blood samples said and noting what the reports had indicated about her abilities.

“Let’s see, reports indicate you are a McMahon and a Flowers, so you inherited some interesting abilities.  Allegedly no animal speak though?  Are you sure about that?  The McMahon line is notorious for that ability.  Night vision, enhanced hearing.  And Mech talk? Does this mean vehicles in general or more specialized?”

“Vehicles in general, Bai,” Kikimo said with a grin. “I’ve yet to meet one that wouldn’t do what I wanted. I guess it helps that I usually stay sensible. I designed and built the power systems for Baby, and once we got the Kraken out of the DC base, I studied his specs and built his system too. He seemed to enjoy the extra attention, outside basic maintenance. The soldiers were a little surprised when I told them the Kraken was a He.” She scrunched her eyebrows thoughtfully. “I really can’t say much about critter-speaking: I haven’t had much chance to, until we started raiding Montoya outposts. Nook and Miko manage to make me understand them: They will herd me to the cooler if they think I should eat.” She chuckled. “And they keep me nice and warm while I’m napping.” She turned her head approximately toward Kai, frowning. “It sounds like Swafford’s feeling bad again, Bai. He needs to meet his human’s family soon.”

Entering the information into her e-pad the tech paused and gazed at Kikimo for a moment, then in the general direction the woman had been staring in concern.

“Swafford?”

“The Advanced Nanite that bonded with Byron Swafford,” Kikimo explained. “He decided to use his human’s name- and to guard the kitchens in Byron Swafford’s honor. The poor little guy was devastated when he learned about his human getting killed in an ambush.”

“Oh, the poor little thing.”  The tech was so moved she actually got tears in her eyes.  “Here I have an idea.... let’s take this test mobile and go to where little Swafford is.  I’d like to do readings with you communicating with him.  Maybe if he will talk with us we can help.”

Kikimo nodded and stood. “Tech is more Trevor’s thing, but I’ve worked around code some too- and Swafford and I have talked before.”

They finally found Swafford sitting with Kai, and Thunder, while a tech fussed around them and took more readings on top of readings.  “Mech talker?” she asked with an answering nod “would this poor little darling be tech or mech...or maybe both?”  Thunder leaned over to give Swafford a little sloppy kiss.  “AND, according to the Colonel, he is most upset and is crying.  I don’t know what to tell him to help with that.”

“Help,” Kai helplessly remarked “the poor darling is so upset.  Talk to him...I need for him to understand we’re going to go see descendants of his Swafford, but just not right at this very moment.”

“I suspect both.” Kikimo kneeled beside Kai and held her hand out for Swafford. “Come over here, Baby,” she said soothingly. “We’ll be going to see your human’s family soon, but we have some work to finish first- and I’m sure they would like some time to set up something special for you.”

Swafford scrambled over to Kikimo’s arms and cuddled up against her while telling her how upset he was, and that he’d like to go see his humans’ family now....and it hurt so bad knowing he hadn’t been with his human when he was needed the most...he could have gotten him away from the bad guys.  And why do humans have to die?  Where was the kitchen in this place?  He hadn’t seen the Earth Warrior eating any decent food, and something must be done about that.  Where was everyone else?

Kai sort of got the drift of what the Nanite was saying and rubbed her forehead with a sad sigh.  “Byron Swafford’s descendants are down in Blytheville, Arkansas.  That’s 7 hours away from here.  And we have a lot to get done.  We can get him down there, when we make that fast trip down to the Tzi Shu reservation, so you, Kiki, can meet your Osage relatives.  It won’t be a prolonged visit for either of you...but long enough to greet, eat a small meal, answer a few questions then get the hell back up here.  There are planning meetings still to get done, and tactics to go over before heading back to Haven to pick up the platoons, then head to D.C.”

“He also wants to know where the kitchen is and thinks you should eat.” Kikimo might have chuckled, but she rubbed Swafford’s back. “Someday, Swafford, we’re going to have to tell you about the Circle of Life. The Elders would be better for that: I’m still a youngster myself, though I’ve seen a few things most humans don’t. We are born, we live, and when the time comes, we leave the bodies we used while we lived. That doesn’t mean we’re all the way gone: Sometimes the spirit still lingers if there is something we need to complete. I’ve seen Momma Martha a few times since she died.”

“Aunt Martha will always be there for us,” Kai somberly replied “other ancestors have shown up around her Rose Tree....it will be one of the focal meeting points for you if you need their advice or help on something.  The Elders...yes...that would be an excellent idea...we’ll swing by the reservation first so the Grandfathers and Grandmothers can have a talk with him, and they can meet you.  You do have cousins there through my mother.”

“What do you say, Swafford? Would you like a little platform by the Rose Tree?” Kikimo shook some of her long black hair to cover the little Nanite like a blanket.

**Yes please...and when can we leave?  I am anxious to see everyone! **

Shaking her head, Kai rose to her feet and pointed at the screen in front of them.  “I recognize those codes...we’re being ordered to the CTI cafeteria where we are to eat specially prepared foods for our various abilities.  Then the PSI Officer will meet us there with our CDAT protocols.  Well .... yours anyways...I already know what mine are.”

——————————————————————————————————————
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“Well Major,” a medic/tech remarked while adjusting the readings on their monitor “you are in excellent health, and the nanites seem most pleased about that prospect.  Let me see.... enhanced night vision with vision that also goes into infrared and ultraviolet, enhanced hearing, eidetic memory, rapid healing
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