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Foreword






Hi.

Have you ever followed your passion only to fail
horribly at it? I have.

The book you have now is my first attempt at
following my dreams. I wanted to create a female superhero that
could stand toe to toe with Batman and crack jokes with Spider-man.
Unfortunately, like most of us who try new things, the story I
wrote didn’t live up to the one in my head.

If you’ve read the reviews for this book, they
aren’t great.

I tried my hardest to make this book into a
masterpiece. I couldn’t. I was too new, too inexperienced. The
reviews I read were brutal and honest, but I’m thankful to have
received them. Their feedback let me know that I needed to hone my
craft and fix my structure.

But in order to do this, I had to make the most
difficult decision of them all . . .

I had to start from scratch. Therefore, I removed
this book and Indoctrination from series canon. It sucked, but the
plot and characters were not what I envisioned.

Then I practiced my craft. I wrote at work, four in
the morning, on the train, before bed, during lunch, and even on
vacation. I read books on craft, sought a mentor for structure, and
practiced, practiced, practiced.

From this, I created The Silver Ninja: A Bitter
Winter, the official start of The Silver Ninja series. I am
extremely proud of this accomplishment and I think you’ll like the
new direction. I’m also looking forward to hearing from you, the
reader. I’d love to know what you think about the new Cindy.

If you want a preview of the changes I’ve made, head
to the back of this book.

Even though A Bitter Winter is my new flagship, I
will always have a soft spot for my first two babies. Flawed as
they are, they helped me become a better writer. I hope you will
follow me on my journey to turn this unknown heroine into a
national icon.

Thank you.

 


Wilmar Luna
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Introduction

The hard, dry blood on my fingers reeked of
someone else's life. I could feel the copper plasma create friction
between my encased digits, scraping and chipping away the former
existence of an innocent man. The emergency alarms screamed over
and over like a wailing drunk begging for another whiskey. The
commotion of people scrambling outside, like a panicked bee hive,
filled the now-lifeless office with a cacophony of mayhem. The red
lights blinking on the perimeter of the walls symbolized the chaos
I have caused.

I could still smell the soft, sweet aroma of
cinnamon lingering in the air. It was my victim's last meal, a
small snack of cinnamon buns, lay scattered across blood-stained
documents and blueprints that only a great mind could understand.
When I stared at the fresh corpse of a brilliant man, I realized...
my hands might be stained with innocent blood. I had never punished
anyone who was undeserving, but the spoiling corpse at my feet said
otherwise. I couldn't believe what I had done. The shock of my
actions refused to leave my side. I stood there lost in my own
mind, observing model airplanes hanging from the ceiling, a
custom-built, glossy wooden desk, blueprints framed on the walls,
and designs for an aircraft I recalled from the news. Was this
really someone who deserved the punishment I had given him?

The guards were banging at the door like
dogs restrained on a leash. At any moment, a horde of security
guards was going to burst through and end me. I looked to the
window and thought about jumping, but I was too high up in this
towering skyscraper. The only way to escape the inevitable torrent
of lethal gunfire was to break through their ranks. I briefly
mulled over the idea of surrendering completely. The fantasy of
allowing myself to be filled with a hot slag of lead and fragmented
shells made me feel at peace with myself. Not because I sought my
own destruction, but because having bullets embed themselves in my
skin would swiftly end my pain, making me numb to the invisible
wound that would define the rest of my life. I've become a
murderer.

The door behind me became my clock; the
entry burst open like an alarm striking midnight. With six
pistol-armed security guards in black suits charging in like a lion
to its prey, my time was up. One of the guards grabbed his shoulder
radio and yelled, "She killed Joe. Get up here now!" They kept a
tight bead on me with their pistols, never missing a beat.

Once they saw the corpse of dead guilt
sprawled beside my feet, I closed my eyes and felt the world's
tempo slow to a lethargic pace as the first wave of gunfire began
to quake in the air. I should have tried to avoid the gunfire, but
I didn't, I didn't want to. Moments of my life began to flash
before my eyes, as I embraced the ensuing hail of gunfire. My
mistake has become my coffin, burying my life into a photo album of
glossy, picturesque memories. My mind became disfigured by the
guilt and shame of my actions. The first bullet flew towards me in
slow motion, eager to pierce my skin with lethal precision. It
cratered into my body like a meteor crashing into the earth, its
brass brothers towed in its wake. So is my fate. This is what I
have chosen; this is what I have become.

I am...

 



CHAPTER 1

The Future - Ultimate Weapon

"So late!" the young woman cried, as her
loyal, worn, cream-colored sneakers tried to distort reality so she
could run faster than time itself. But reality yields for no one,
and nothing could change the fact that the nimble, young gymnastics
instructor was late for work. She weaved through the hordes of
people struggling to keep within the invisible walls of the
sidewalk; only the bike messengers dared to flirt with the yellow
death by riding the razor's edge of the black asphalt. As she
twisted and side-stepped through the cement gridlock, she saw a
break between a man holding a suitcase and a girl thumbing away on
her cell phone. Diving through the opening created by
inattentiveness, she deftly moved past the ocean of pedestrians
blocking her way to punctuality.

Even as she weaved through the crowds she
warily watched the streets, alert to the yellow death that could
appear before her like a phantom in a cemetery. Too many times, she
witnessed tourists and commuters fall prey to the speeding
machines. If she wasn't careful, the rest of her night would be
spent removing embedded paint chips from the sides of her trim
stomach. As she ran along the narrow sidewalk, she quickly bypassed
the multiple aromas of deliciousness that lingered nearby, waiting
to lure their victims with a siren song of tasty, non-nutritious
treats. The scents of hot dogs, pretzels, pizzas and burgers
stalked the streets, looking to break into the arteries of any poor
fools trying to stay on a diet. Other odors, however, were also out
on patrol like muggers stalking an empty alley. Instead of luring
victims, they sought to attack the world with a pungent vengeance.
The tardy woman raced towards the corner of the intersection,
spotting her unassuming destination sitting idly across the street,
oblivious to her urgency. Her face smiled with relief as she drew
closer, but her nose smacked the goofy smile away when a repugnant
odor hammered her unprepared nostrils.

She furrowed her brow in disgust as the
smell of internal human excrement assaulted her senses. A
hunched-over man with hands gnarled by arthritis and a face
weathered with a thousand ordeals stared at the street. Crumbs from
a recent meal clung onto his scraggly beard, to serve as a snack
for later. He wore a heavy, worn, olive jacket, riddled with holes
from his undocumented adventures, stained with beer and memories of
a life another man had lived. In his hands, a chipped ceramic mug
sat between his filthy fingers. It read in bright red Comic Sans
font, "I love you, Daddy." He sat next to a massive, pristine,
slate column supporting an opulent skyscraper towering above the
city. A dingy, tainted cardboard sign stood next to this man, as if
it were his only friend in the world. The cardboard sentinel stood
proud, wearing the man's memo on its chest. "God sends his message
through the homeless and the blind. Please donate what you
can."

In the middle of her frenzied rush, the
young woman dipped her manicured hands into the pockets of her
indigo hoodie. With a skillful flick of the wrist, she threw a few
silver presidents into the homeless man's mug. His hands, wrapped
in fingerless gloves tattered from years of rummaging through
garbage, picked through her donation. After calculating the amount
of her deposit, he dipped his leathery fingers into the mug and
yelled, "That's it?"

The woman immediately made an about-face and
gave him such a stare that onlookers were concerned for the
homeless man's safety. Tasting a hint of fear coating his
tastebuds, he went back to his beggar ways and said, "Thank you,
bless your heart." Her eyes squinted to see beyond the veil of
lies, refusing to leave until he felt the unmistakable blanket of
shame. After a momentary lapse of focus, a deafening sonic cry
began to draw closer to the woman's ears. The vibration of the
sound shook her like an earthquake rumbling beneath her feet. She
looked over to her right, and saw the yellow death growling at her
feet. It stared at her with emotionless headlights while its
off-duty sign sat atop the roof like a crown. The taxi cab driver
stuck his head out the car window and yelled, "Get outta the damn
street!"

The woman realized she had unwittingly
walked into the intersection of 84th and 2nd
against the light. Her face became flushed with the color of
stupidity, as she ran out of the way of the merciless cab. Finally
arriving at her destination, she muttered under her breath, "God, I
hate the city."

She hesitated to open the glass door that
led to her daily fate. The building seemed like a gaping maw,
intimidating anyone who would dare enter; at least, anyone that was
running late. The stairs looked like wooden teeth, leading their
victims up to their execution. She attempted to climb the stairs
unnoticed, but the tired wood groaned and creaked, creating a loud
ruckus. She feared every step she took was leading her towards
inevitable punishment. As she reached the top of the stairs, a
woman with golden hair charged towards her like an angry bull,
ready to gore its matador into the walls of the arena.

The tall woman's voice boiled with rage.
"Cindy!" she yelled. "Do you have any idea what time it is?"

Cindy replied, "I'm so sorry, Jadie. I was
cleaning the house for the birthday party and lost track of time."
Her profuse apology fell on deaf ears.

Jadie said in a condescending tone, "Let me
show you how long it takes to clean your little house."

She clenched her fists and stacked them on
top of one another, as if holding a long stick. Jadie thrust her
imaginary mop around with two exaggerated sweeps, and then, popped
her hands open, spreading her fingers outward like a paper fan.

"Done," Jadie said. "See how fast that was?
It does not take that long to clean a super-sized closet."

"Umm, I live in a house. Second, your
apartment reminds me of Picasso: a beautiful mess of details puked
all over the floor," Cindy said with a patronizing smile creeping
across her lips.

Jadie responded, "Don't try to be all
pseudo-intellectual with me. Remember when you thought Sydney was
the capital of Australia? I know that in reality"—Jadie pointed at
Cindy with a sarcastic attitude—"you're a moron."

"In my defense, I was eight. I think we're
getting a little carried away. I'm late; it happened; and, I'm
throwing my husband a party later." Cindy paused for a moment and
then playfully exclaimed, "So— do you forgive me or not?"

"Oh, I forgive you," she lied, "but you're
still getting punished for being late."

Cindy whined, "I can't believe this. My
little sister is going to punish me."

Jadie smiled mischievously. "You need to do
the piked Arabian double front layout for the kids."

Cindy's eyes widened. "You're kidding me,
right? I haven't practiced that routine in three years!"

"Next time, set an alarm." Jadie rattled her
fingers like a snake as she said to her irritated sister, "Come on,
let's go."

"You know, I used to like you," Cindy
responded half-seriously. "You're the meanest sister ever."

Jadie, as if introducing her next act, bowed
her head, and extended her lanky arms towards the door in a mocking
fashion. Cindy rolled her eyes and walked towards the proving
ground. Passing through the charcoal metal door, she immediately
felt the fluorescent beams of the studio strike her body. The
intermixed smells of plastic, foam and rubber saturated the room
with a thick, dry musk. The sound of feet pattering on hardwood
floors slapped through the air like a blubbery gel being smacked
against the wall. Trampolines groaned and squeaked as they launched
practicing little children into the air. Muffled footsteps in the
distance turned into loud, thundering blows as young women
ferociously sought to master difficult vaulting techniques.

As Cindy drew closer to her students, the
tang of used gym equipment slowly morphed into a mixture of various
scented perfumes, anointed with the sweat of Olympic dreams. Some
of the students were learning a unique skill or prepping for
cheerleading. For others, the broken ankles, blistered hands, and
sore feet marked an American dream that only the elite dared to
chase. For Cindy to guide these girls into becoming gymnasts—no,
champions—she needed to showcase her hard-earned talents to give
them the will to chase the impossible.

Cindy walked towards the blue runway at a
brisk pace. The young girls mixed in with each other, blocking the
views of some of their smaller friends. Their eyes remained locked
on their respected instructor. She walked the gym's perimeter while
tying her chestnut hair back into a ponytail. She kicked off her
ivory sneakers as she passed the balance beams, her feet snapping
the floor with a moist, soft sound following each step. Her
bubblegum-colored toenails claimed that Cindy's experience as a
gymnast was a farce, but her calloused soles spoke up in defense of
their master. Her skin, although still youthful and peach in its
complexion, bore brands of hard work and determination through
scars left by failed stunts and injuries of the past.

The blurry uneven beams stood menacingly at
a distance. While she unzipped her hoodie and threw it on the
floor. Her cement-colored, long sleeve shirt proudly displayed the
logo for her school: Ninja Gymnastics, a name to which Cindy's
husband proudly took credit

"You're in New York, the city of niches," he
had told her. "How many other gymnastics trainers have studied
martial arts? How can you lose?"

Cindy knew he was right, even though she
wanted to call the school Elite Gymnastics and was embarrassed by
the ninja title. But the sign-ups were proof that it was a good
choice, and the name Elite Gymnastics had already been taken
anyway. Cindy did her best to make the school live up to its ninja
name, teaching the students to vault over obstacles and leap across
rooftops (not that this was encouraged by Cindy or her sister).

As Cindy approached the vinyl tarmac, her
modest attire masked her body. The night-colored spandex garments,
which blended in with the black mat walls, hid the conditioning of
Cindy's body. When her toes touched the edge of the mat, Jadie
clapped her hands and turned to the class.

"Girls, listen up," she said. "Cindy is
about to demonstrate a piked Arabian double front layout." The
class chattered with excitement, eager to see the master at work.
Jadie grabbed their attention again and said, "You've seen this on
TV, and yes, it is as hard as it looks. That's why we're letting
the gold medalist do it."

Cindy shrugged. "You're just jealous that
you always got silver."

"Oooooooh," the class murmured.

Jadie was quick to reply, "Try not to fall
on your face and embarrass yourself."

Cindy's hazel eyes focused towards the end
of the vinyl airstrip. It seemed so much longer than she
remembered, but it was too late to back out now. Thanks,
Jadie, she thought. Cindy stiffened her pose and began taking
very controlled, deep breaths. She dropped her hands to her sides
like knife blades, fanning her fingers outward. She slightly
shuffled her feet into position, tightening her legs to prepare for
the sudden burst of speed. What had once been a routine maneuver
for her was now a difficult test of worth.

Cindy briefly glance at the faces of all the
children and young adults staring at her, gazing with great
anticipation. Oh boy, if I fall on my face... Cindy
looked back at the end of the floor mat and took a brief second to
herself. After taking a deep breath, she leaned forward like a
bending tree. Suddenly, she bolted from the starting line like a
runner hearing the starting pistol. She displayed perfect form as
her arms blurred into arcs and her legs ran down the vinyl highway
at blinding speed. Within mere moments, her body made a tiny hop
into the air, shooting her arms straight up towards the ceiling.
Once her left foot impacted on the firm surface, her body twisted
and spiraled through the movements, wowing the audience with
graceful maneuvers. In the blink of an eye, Cindy's body was
already reversed, flipping towards the end of the ocean
highway.

Cindy's blurred silhouette lifted off into
the air, rolling like a pinwheel in high winds. The height of her
jump was so great, she could have easily cleared the heads of all
her students. She gracefully kept form while rolling in the air at
blinding velocity, but before anyone could really process what had
happened, Cindy stuck the landing with flawless execution. She
stood poised at the end of the mat like an angelic statue. Once the
moment was gone, Cindy shattered the statue of her past by lowering
her arms and returning to her relaxed posture.

The girls erupted in a symphony of cheers
and applause. Jadie walked up to her sister with a distinct lack of
awe, carrying the pile of Cindy's clothes in her arms.

Jadie sighed. "I guess you still got
it."

"Thanks," Cindy said as she struggled to
regain her breath, "but don't ever make me do that again." Cindy
snatched her attire from Jadie and stared at her sister with a deep
scowl before walking away.

With Jadie's revenge satiated, the sisters
returned to their normal instructional routine. Hours later, the
end of the school day drew near. While Cindy was sitting legs
crossed on the hardwood floor, she spotted Jadie with her gym bag
slung across her shoulder, getting ready to call it a day.

Cindy shouted, "Jadie!"

"Yes, dear sister, how can I help you?" she
said, while doing her best to mask her insincerity.

"Don't forget the party is tonight."

"What party?" Jadie asked with feigned
ignorance.

"Be serious."

Jadie sighed, but still managed to put a
smile on her face. "I didn't forget. Did you need me to do
something?"

"Remind Mom and Dad that the party is at
seven. I don't want them showing up at nine and possibly intruding
on extracurricular birthday celebrations."

"Wow, eew, Cindy! I can't believe you just
said that. I don't need graphic explanations of your love
life."

"That wasn't graphic."

"Mentally, it was. Anyway, I will make sure
to tell them to come at five. Ugh, I have these images now...
T-M-I."

"When you have a boyfriend you'll
understand—and it's not my fault you visualized it, B-T-W."

Jadie rolled her eyes. "Why is this such a
big deal again?"

"It's the big 3-0 and he's been crying about
getting asymmetrical grey hairs," Cindy said.

"I'm pretty sure you'll act the same way
when your time comes."

Cindy gave Jadie 'the stink eye' and said in
a biting tone, "Don't you have somewhere to be?"

"It's been a pleasure chatting with you,
dear sister. Toodles!"

* * *

Meanwhile, in another part of town, a group
of scientists were developing the tools of tomorrow. No one would
ever come to disturb them because their existence was barely known.
Not because the lab was hidden—on the contrary—anyone could walk
in, but New Yorkers were simply too oblivious to notice.

Underneath the skyscrapers of midtown
Manhattan, Lucent Labs had conceived and distributed some of the
most ingenious technology throughout the country. This is where
Cindy's husband, Jonas, spent most of his time when he wasn't at
home with his wife. Although the company was not top-secret, some
of the research conducted there was certainly deemed 'classified'
by military standards. However, the guise of an ordinary office
building—hiding out in the open—did an excellent job of
discouraging snoops.

Jonas was on his way to the work area with a
fresh cup of water in hand. The narrow corridors were illuminated
with a bright blue hue cast by the recessed LED lights embedded in
the walls. The silver walls reflected a blurry visage of his
appearance, as Jonas walked past security personnel and employees
who waved and smiled at the prophetic scientist. Before heading
back to his main project, Jonas peeked in on the other experiments
taking place in the labs. First, he checked the compact semi-truck
prototype. Peering through the door, he observed the research team
struggling to get the trailer carriage to fold down properly. He
overheard a quick "Dammit!" as the folding trailer crushed the
Styrofoam placeholders within the carriage.

Jonas smiled to himself as he continued to
the next station. There, a team was working on an early warning
system (EWS) for civilian vehicles. He heard the female computer
voice repeat in an endless loop, "Warning pedestrian detected-
Warning pedestrian detected-Warning pedestrian detected"

"Can someone shut that thing up?" screamed a
frustrated project manager. Jonas made a mental note to speak with
the manager later and continued on to the main lab. After all of
his lollygagging, Jonas arrived at the main test lab and casually
pushed through the door. He didn't bother to take out his access
card because the lock had been broken for weeks. Inside the lab, a
young man wearing glasses rapidly clicked away on a keyboard as
millions of lines of code scrolled past his lenses.

"That door's never going to get fixed, is
it?" Jonas asked.

"Considering you're the owner of this
company, I thought you would have asked someone by now," the
programmer replied in a sarcastic tone.

"To get the money to fix it, I'd have to
fire everyone I walked past, and anyone I've made eye contact with
today."

"Don't look at me," the programmer said
boldly.

"Michael, if you weren't the lead
programmer, I'd fire you just for kicks,"

"How about we leave the door as is?" Michael
replied with his eyes still glued to his screen.

"Done," he said. Jonas sauntered off with
his cup of water to see what the rest of the team was working on.
As he walked into the warehouse section of the facility, many
bright, recessed LED lights towered high above within the ceiling.
Metallic ribs and struts lined the perimeter, forming rectangular
supports. The grey, pasty concrete floor displayed various nicks
and scorch marks throughout its surface.

Jonas was tempted to harass the scientists
by asking about their progress; however, he quickly changed his
mind when one of the researchers fired a prototype grappling hook
in his direction. It flew through the air like a sidewinder snake
dancing across the desert sands. Jonas' quick reflexes pulled him
back from the projectile's flight path, but failed to inform his
hands as to which way he was going. His plastic cup of water
spilled out of fear, splashing all over his arm and chest.

Jonas glared at the technician with the look
of a focused jaguar ready to pounce. The moment of awkward silence
felt like an hour to the bumbling technician. Jonas wiped his chest
and shook his hands as drops of water showered the ground like a
sprinkler system.

He looked at the technician and said, "So,
speaking of firing..."

"Umm... sorry, really sorry." The
technician's hands trembled with fear. "I was trying to fix the
firing mechanism."

"...As I was saying, speaking of firing, Mr.
Wright. Don't work on the firing mechanism until the safeties have
been installed." Jonas turned to his staff and said, "Guys, do we
not have a single working prototype?"

"Umm, Jonas?" a voice squeaked.

"Yes, Sid?"

"We do have some working prototypes over
here if you would like to see them," the researcher said.

Michael immediately chimed in while briefly
glancing away from his computer code. "Don't break anything that
you look at, Jonas; you have a tendency to do that."

"Get back to work code monkey." He turned
his attention to Sid and said, "Give me something, Dr.
Carmack."

"Well—" before he could speak, a woman
walked in with two gentlemen following in her wake.

"I'm sorry to interrupt you, Jonas, but you
have visitors," the secretary said. The woman led the two men
towards Jonas. One was adorned with the decorations of a wounded
and honorable soldier on his left breast; the other wore glasses so
thick that his eyes resembled tapioca pearls in bubble tea.

"Thank you, Gracie," Jonas said. The
secretary walked back to her desk, while Jonas waved the men to
come forward. "Gentlemen."

"Pleasure to meet you again, Mr. Ames." The
man in the uniform shook Jonas' hand with a strong, vice grip.

"I see you brought a friend today, General
Ord."

The man with the glasses had long, mangy,
dirty-blond hair, and he seemed very enthusiastic to meet Jonas.
Jonas shook his hand and was almost disgusted by a handshake that
reminded him of holding a slimy, wet fish. The grip was virtually
nonexistent, but the man continued to beam with excitement.

"Oh my God, it's such an honor to meet you!
I'm a really huge fan of your work!" the awkward man gushed.

"K... so much for top-secret. Your name,
sir?" Jonas asked with a suspicious look.

He replied with a raspy, nasally voice, "Oh,
oh, I'm sorry. I guess I was just too excited, I didn't even
realize I hadn't introduced myself. I'm Sean, Sean Roper from
DARPA."

"Wow, Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency? I'm flattered," Jonas said with a returning smile.

"I'm the one in awe, sir, t—" the general
gently pushed the excitable man aside.

"If I don't stop him now, he'll never quit
yammerin'," he said with a thick southern accent.

"Why did you push me, General?"

"Because it pleases me. Anyway, Mr. Ames, we
came to see the status of SIRCA."

Jonas motioned for Dr. Carmack. "You're just
in time. Dr. Carmack was just about to inform me of the details.
Sid, if you would please."

Sid's mouth began to betray him—his lips
began to stammer and his face filled with a vibrant cherry red. He
took a short breath to himself and exhaled slowly, looking towards
the general and DARPA official. Suddenly, the quiet, reserved and
meek Sid Carmack became infused with an incredible vigor. The short
round fellow with thinning grey hair began to babble on about the
incredible advances the staff had accomplished.

"I will do my best to keep it relatively
short, General, but there is a lot to talk about. First, you will
be interested to know that we have a working prototype of a
retractable rail gun. As you know, original designs for these
weapons made them the size of football fields with exorbitant
energy costs. With Jonas' design specs and Dr. Wright's mechanical
expertise, we now have a weapon that can fire projectiles without
using any combustible material. The projectiles fly faster and are
more accurate than any weapon in existence."

The general looked over to the DARPA chief
and whispered, "This is going to take a while, isn't it?"

"What are you talking about? This is
awesome," Sean said with a smile.

Sid resumed, "Take a look at this cloth.
Looks ordinary, right? If we were to, say, flip this switch..."

Dr. Sid Carmack flipped the switch attached
to a wire that connected to a rather ordinary-looking table cloth.
Within an instant, the cloth disappeared from the naked eye.

"Wow!" Sean was breathless. His body almost
fell backwards, amazed by the incredible technology. The general
raised his eyebrow with interest but seemed to exude a small amount
of skepticism.

"How did you do that, Doctor?" the general
asked.

"Millions of micro cameras and LEDs, sir. I
doubt I need to explain the advantages of a camouflage system. It's
not immune to thermal sensors at the moment, but when all systems
are done, we will consider working on upgrades.

"Over here, we have the gecko wall-gripping
gloves. The design is almost directly copied off of the footpads of
geckos. Combined with our other systems, your operatives will be
able to scale any building in the world."

Although the general was fascinated by the
technology being presented to him, his face showed signs of
impatience. There was a nagging question itching at the back of his
mind. He bit his tongue in the hopes that Dr. Carmack would answer
it before he felt the need to scratch it.

"The muscle enh—"

"I beg your pardon, Dr. Carmack," the
general interrupted. The hypnotized and loving stare of the DARPA
chief was shattered as the general cut to the chase. "This is great
and all, but what platform are these devices being delivered on?
The rail gun has no triggers, grips, iron sights, nothing. How are
they supposed to use the gecko system when there's nothing to even
wrap their hands around?"

Jonas patted Sid on the shoulder, signaling
that he would take over from there. Jonas walked over to a beaker
filled with silver liquid and lifted it to the general's eye
level.

"That is supposed to tell me what,
exactly?"

"This, General, is the future..."

* * *

Back at the gym, Cindy was stuffing her gym
clothes into a black duffel bag. With a simple change into a blouse
and jeans, Cindy went from athlete to everyday woman. While walking
towards the exit, she overheard quiet mumbling coming from the
changing room. Cindy walked over to the door and cracked it ajar.
She saw a student sitting alone in a corner, which was odd,
considering the bench was clear.

Cindy listened in briefly to the student's
cell phone conversation.

The student whispered, "Right now, Mom?
Mhmm... mhmm... Oh my God."

Though Cindy couldn't hear what was said on
the phone, the distressed look on the young girl's face was enough
to make Cindy check if her student needed help. I hope it's
nothing too serious, Cindy thought as the girl hung up her
phone and stared at the blank screen.

"Priscilla, is everything okay?" Cindy asked
quietly.

Priscilla lowered her head towards the tiled
floor, counting the number of specks on each linoleum square.

"My father's in the hospital," she said as
her voice trailed off.

"Oh, honey, I'm sorry," Cindy said, placing
her hand on Priscilla's shoulder. "Do you know what's wrong?"

"My mom said that someone shot him while he
was at some kind of party."

"I'm sorry, sweetie." Cindy briefly glanced
at her phone to check the time. "Do you want me to walk you home or
to the hospital?"

"No, that's okay. I know you have a birthday
party to get to." Cindy was not convinced; she could tell that
Priscilla's words lacked sincerity.

"Come on, I'll walk you over to the
hospital," Cindy said, paying no attention to the birthday comment.
She extended her hand towards Priscilla, knowing that she would
resist. Priscilla's face was difficult for Cindy to read, but her
body language expressed immense gratitude.

"Wait, I'm sorry," she said pulling away. "I
have to grab my stuff first."

Cindy said, "Okay, but be quick like bunny,
swift like fox."

Later that evening, Cindy and Priscilla
arrived at the emergency room just a little after five. Cindy
nervously bit her lip as she thought about Jonas' party. She knew
that this trip would risk sacrificing all of her plans. Her eyes
fluttered back and forth as she calculated whether she could make
it back to Queens before seven. Hillside was still an hour,
possibly two, by bus, and Cindy still had a ten minute walk from
the bus stop to her house. Even though the party was extremely
important, she couldn't bear to leave Priscilla alone in the
hospital.

Even though it was still early, Cindy was
starting to feel anxiety about the time. She held onto hope that
maybe, just maybe this was still doable. She stood with her arms
crossed in the hallway, looking up and down the corridor, wondering
how the nurses and doctors could seem so calm. The cushioned chairs
that lined the walls were supposed to create the illusion of
comfort, but all Cindy could feel was the creepiness of the sterile
white walls surrounding her. Cindy looked over to Priscilla, who
was standing outside the hospital room, hesitant to go inside. Her
hand gripped the handle, but an invisible forcefield prevented her
from pushing open the door.

"What's wrong?" Cindy asked.

"I don't want to see him without my mom,"
Priscilla replied.

Cindy led Priscilla to the cushioned chairs
across the hall and patted the fluffy, foam-filled seat.

"Priscilla, I don't mean to pry and please
don't take offense, but... was your father involved in illegal
activities?" Cindy said.

"Only if being a businessman is
illegal."

"Well, there's all kinds of businesses,"
Cindy said.

"Mrs. Ames!" she snapped. "The only thing my
father is involved with is politics. He doesn't do drugs; he
doesn't deal drugs; and he's not involved with any bad people. The
party was a fundraising event for multiple sclerosis." Priscilla
looked away from her instructor, exasperated by the questioning.
"Does that sound like someone who would be involved in illegal
activities?"

"No, not at all. I'm sorry, old habits,"
Cindy said. She tried to hold back the brewing embarrassment that
was bubbling to the surface, but her flush-colored face undermined
all of her attempts. That was so stupid of you, Cindy
thought to herself, refusing to make any further eye contact with
her student.

Thankfully, their conversation was
interrupted by the rapid clacking of high heels. The smell of
expensive perfume wafted down the hallway as Priscilla's mother ran
to her baby girl with her arms wide open. With the family reunited
in a tight and tearful embrace, Cindy quietly excused herself and
quickly rushed to catch the bus home, almost as if she were chasing
the fleeting rays of the sun.

As she boarded the bus, Cindy was greeted
with her daily "Broadway show" of random crazies jumping on and off
the bus. Whether it was a homeless woman singing to herself or a
young wannabe gangster rapping lyrics, random insanity would
accompany her home... for an hour. All she could think to herself
was, God, I hate public transportation.

After quietly suffering the ravings of a
madman for the last fifteen minutes, Cindy was finally dropped off
at Hillside Ave. and Parsons Blvd. From there, she walked her way
up to 85th Dr. and 152nd St. in order to make
her way back to suburbia and more importantly, home.

The Queens suburb offered what Manhattan
could never achieve: space and silence. However, these luxuries
came at the cost of the convenience of travel. Hillside Ave. is an
interesting walk, though; Korean grocers, Chinese 'Super'
Laundromats, Latino restaurants, and other multi-cultural themed
shops covered the avenue from end to end. The mecca of diversity
seemed tarnished by the out of place car dealerships that shared
the same space.

On her way northbound, Cindy let out a deep
sigh of both relief and exhaustion. She was running late for the
party but only by a few minutes. Spring Daylight Savings hadn't
taken effect yet, so at 7 pm, the streets were already dark. But
the night didn't bother Cindy; she felt safe walking through her
neighborhood in Queens. As Cindy approached her block, she saw a
man and a woman arguing up ahead.

She contemplated crossing the street to give
the couple a wide berth, but realized she was acting much too
paranoid over such trivial things. Continuing her walk towards the
couple, Cindy could tell they were of Latino descent by the way
they were yelling at each other in rapid-fire Spanglish. Figuring
it was just a couple's spat, Cindy stepped past the pair and
continued walking home, until...

She felt the vibration of a sharp crack
pierce her ear canals; it was the unmistakable sound of flesh
smacking flesh. Cindy stopped dead in her tracks and stood for a
moment, her eyes darting around back and forth as her brain tried
to process what to do next. She looked back and saw a woman holding
onto her tear-saturated cheek. Cindy found herself being consumed
by something white-hot emanating from within. A splash of empathy
soaked her being, forcing her to mentally relive the horrible
experience through her own eyes; yet, something felt wrong. Cindy
didn't want to get involved. It wasn't her business to meddle in
the affairs of others, and she could feel her intuition repeatedly
telling her to walk away. She could end up in so much legal trouble
if an altercation broke out, but she just couldn't allow this woman
to be beaten anymore.

"Hey!" Cindy yelled. "Don't hit her!"

In a thick Spanish accent the man replied,
"Keep walking."

"Trust me, I don't want to be here, just
don't hit her anymore, please," Cindy pleaded.

The woman started yelling at the man,
blaming him for attracting Cindy's attention. The man turned to his
wife and started grappling with her, covering her mouth with his
hand.

Without even thinking, Cindy took three
steps forward. Not a single word escaped her lips, but her eyes
locked on to the man. Her body went into autopilot as she yelled a
second time in a more threatening manner.

"Touch her again..." Cindy took one step
forward and balled her fists.

The woman cried out, "No, por favor!"

"I told you to mind your business, you
stupid puta!" The irritated man said, as he shoved Cindy back.

The man's wife grabbed onto his hand,
begging him to stop. A murderous fury covered his face like war
paint. With one quick, fearsome strike, he walloped his crying wife
again, knocking her defenseless, frail figure back down to the cold
ground. When the woman looked up towards Cindy, a river of blood
fell from the woman's busted lip.

The next sound heard was the dull crinkle of
a nylon duffel bag dropping onto the concrete sidewalk. Cindy
advanced towards the man with vengeance dwelling in her hazel eyes.
The man raised his right fist, aiming it squarely towards Cindy's
powdery-tinted cheeks. She anticipated where his fist was going and
dodged his punch while stepping towards his unguarded torso. Cindy
lifted her hands and grabbed his forearm as it shot past her. She
lunged her elbow into his jaw and simultaneously twisted his arm
behind his back.

He screamed in pain as she slowly applied
pressure to his wrist. The popping of bone and twisting of skin
rumbled beneath Cindy's fingers. His tough-guy façade disappeared
in an instant, rendering him down to a whimpering, "I'm sorry, I'm
sorry." Gallons upon gallons of cowardice leaked free from his eyes
as Cindy increased the amount of pain shooting throughout his
body.

Cindy held him down on the floor and
threatened, "Don't, do that, anymo—"

Everything fell silent. Her body was frozen
in place as a sudden feeling of shock coursed through her
limbs.

Cindy found herself looking up towards the
night sky, peering into the blackness. The eerie tangerine glow of
the lonesome street light above watched the event unfold as an
object was removed from her back. Her heartbeat grew louder in her
head, filling her ears with the deafening gong of unsettling tone.
Like a tree hacked at its base, Cindy fell forward and landed
face-first onto the stone-filled sidewalk. She whimpered softly, as
she felt pain in its liquid form spilling onto the ground. The
concrete became stained with a deep, copper red; her blood spilling
over the curb and dripping into the water drain below.

She turned her face onto its side and saw
two more men standing next to her through her peripheral vision.
The husband said to them, "What took you so long? She almost broke
my arm!"

"We had to wait. That bitch knew what she
was doing," the unknown man replied.

The wife, the supposedly helpless victim of
this entire ordeal, walked up to the group and said in very clear
English, "Next time, don't hit me so hard."

"Sorry, baby, she was gonna walk away." He
wiped the fake blood off his wife's lip and gave her a deep
kiss.

One of the unknown men said, "Grab the purse
and let's get out of here."

Cindy felt scavenging fingers rummage
through her pockets. Her eyes winced as an uninvited hand crept
dangerously close to places it didn't belong.

An unknown voice yelled out, "What are you
doing? Let's go!" The criminals grabbed Cindy's purse and fled into
the darkness. The lowlifes had taken everything: her money, her
house keys, her credit cards, license, cell phone and metro
card—anything and everything of value including her pride. The only
thing the criminals left behind was a cheap dagger wound which
would forever remind her of the crime. She struggled to breathe
while trying repeatedly to get to her feet, but it was no use. She
fell back on her knees and scraped her skin against the sidewalk,
tearing fresh holes into her jeans. Her strength was ebbing away,
and she needed that dwindling energy to keep on breathing. She
tried to crawl but couldn't even manage to match a snail's
pace.

"Jonas..." her raspy voice uttered.
It was as if she was hoping that saying his name would make him
appear from thin air. But no one was coming and the short,
half-block distance home seemed like it was miles away. Suddenly,
she heard the sound of people chattering down by the street corner.
She could feel hope filling her lungs with energy to keep on
breathing, but there was not enough left over for her to speak. The
group walked towards Cindy as she lay there on the floor, frozen in
place. It seemed to be a group of young teenagers who were
strolling around the block looking for something fun to do for the
night. The stench of marijuana followed behind them like an
unwelcome shadow.

Regardless of the form, help was here. Cindy
imagined the sound of an ambulance rushing to the scene, taking her
to safety. To Cindy's relief, she saw one of the kids bring out his
cell and begin to press numbers on his touch screen. Yet after a
few moments, Cindy noticed that the teen was not talking on his
cell phone. He should be on the phone with someone by now,
Cindy thought, as sharp stings emanated from her lower back. Then
the sickening sound of a digital shutter click made Cindy realize
what was going to happen next.

"What are you doing?" the young girl said to
her friend.

"I'm recording this," he replied with
apathy.

Cindy knew that help wasn't going to come
her way. Instead, she was going to fall victim to being the next
viral sensation on Youtube. She prayed to God for strength but in
the same instance, wanted to strangle this boy to death.

"We have to help her," the girl said to the
wannabe cameraman.

The boy replied, "Dude, this is probably
just another scam or a marketing thing for a movie."

"Are you for real?" the girl said in
disbelief.

The teen turned to her and said, "If we call
the cops, they're gonna bust us for the weed. Now come on, let's
go." The accompanying friends giggled to themselves, too high to
care about what was going on.

"Marc, please, at least call the ambulance,"
she pleaded.

The teen kept walking and yelled to the
girl, "Let's go, Andrea."

Cindy watched the girl sigh and walk away.
She didn't seem to have a purse or any pockets, perhaps too young
to own a cell phone? Either way, Cindy couldn't believe what she
had just witnessed. She was left alone; no one had come to save her
after all. If only her breathing wasn't so labored, all of the
adrenaline pumping through her veins would be fueling her
anger.

After what felt like an eternity, the sound
of rubber rolling on asphalt drew close to the sidewalk. A car door
slammed shut as someone in sneakers ran towards Cindy's dying body.
All she could hear before falling unconscious was a woman's
trembling voice saying, "Oh my God, Cin—"

 



CHAPTER 2

Downfall

If General Ord's mouth were not attached to
his head, his jaw would have been sitting on the floor. The general
was astonished by what Jonas had just demonstrated to him. To his
military eyes, there was no rhyme or reason for why Jonas'
invention worked, but it did, and it hinted at a technological
revolution in modern warfare. No longer would precious money be
wasted on a state-of-the-art fighter jet that would never see the
light of day except in training exercises. This invention would
change ground combat forever.

"So let me get this straight, Mr. Ames.
You're telling me that a beaker full of fluid can do all that?" the
general asked.

Jonas replied, "General Ord, my team and I
haven't even scratched the surface."

The sudden shrill of a giddy schoolgirl
pierced the room as Sean screamed, "Dude, you are effing
brilliant!"

General Ord continued to prod Jonas. "I
don't understand. How do you have enough power to run these
systems?"

"The only one that could explain that
particular question is Charlie," Jonas pointed over to the short,
balding fellow who was drawing straws with other co-workers to see
who would pick up today's coffee.

"Can we ask him?" Ord said.

"Umm..." Jonas hesitated.

Michael chimed in, "He took a vow of
silence."

"Son, are you serious right now?" the
General asked.

"Whoa, watch out, the captain means
business!" Sean said sarcastically.

"It's General, Mr. Roper. How did you
become DARPA Chief anyway? I thought you were required to be less
of a fanboy."

"Bro, you don't want to mess with me." Sean
adjusted his large circular glasses and stood next to the general.
"I can hack your phone to send penile enlargement spam to the
secretary of defense," he said with a confrontational look in his
tiny eyes.

"Do you know what a rifle looks like shoved
up y—"

"Guys! Seriously?" Michael said as he rolled
his eyes and shook his head.

"Before World War Geek starts, the basic
gist of the power source is this: the energy system is based off
failed fusion reactor experiments. Think of it like electrically
charged water. It's not an unlimited power supply—it does need to
recharge often, but it provides enough power for its purpose,"
Jonas said.

"I can buy that for now," Ord said with an
approving look.

Sean looked over to the general and said in
a low energy, almost prepubescent voice, "Should we tell him the
bad news now?"

The general looked to Jonas with a grim
stare. After seeing this intimidating glance, Jonas immediately
felt his chest collapse. The general seemed reluctant to speak, but
continued in a dutiful tone.

"Jonas, I have to talk to you about the
funding for your projects."

Before the general could continue, Michael
stepped next to Jonas with a cell phone in hand.

"Excuse me, Jonas—Jadie's on the phone."

"Tell her, I'll call back," Jonas said
impatiently.

"Okie dokey," he replied.

Jonas turned his attention back to General
Ord as a concerned look spread across his brow. "What was it you
needed to tell me, General?"

"Well, you know the economy isn't quite as
strong as it used to be. We are having some problems sec—"

Michael tapped Jonas on the shoulder,
causing him to turn in a flash of anger. "What?" Jonas asked
through gritted teeth.

There was an odd look of concern emanating
from Michael's blue eyes. He whispered to Jonas, "You really
need to take this."

Jonas' lips mouthed the word what,
taking the cell phone from Michael's hand. He raised his index
finger towards the general and stepped away to seek a place of
privacy. His voice was unintelligible to the group of men standing
by idly; the DARPA Chief, General Ord, and Michael looked at each
other, pondering what they should be doing in Jonas' absence.

"Cindy? My Cindy? That can't be right,"
Jonas said in disbelief. "I'm leaving right now. Where am I
going?"

Jonas began briskly walking towards the exit
as though he were evacuating a burning building. With the phone
held up to his ear, Jonas' eyes looked wild with uncertainty.
Panicked, he rushed to put on his jacket, swipe his keys, and made
a beeline to the exit.

"Where are you going?" General Ord
asked.

Jonas replied in a hurried state, "I'm
sorry, General, I have a family emergency. Call or e-mail what you
need to tell me, please. I'm really sorry, I have to go."

Everyone except
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