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INTRODUCTION


Suppose the Red Army had not stopped at Berlin? Would it change our world? Suppose the Manhattan Project never happened. Would it matter? What difference would it make if, perhaps, Russia had reached the Moon first? Then made it to Mars as well?

Let's take a step into an alternate reality. Consider for a moment what would happen if the first men on Mars returned home with something they hadn't bargained for: A microorganism that altered humans on the cellular level and gave them the ability to produce, for all intents and purposes, magic.

This is the world of our great great grandchildren - one step aside from our path. For over two centuries their Earth has been torn with wars, fear, and treachery. From 1903 to 2103 AD various political factions came to power, only to be toppled by stronger regimes. For a long time, it did look as if Communist Russia would fulfill its dream of world domination, and it ALMOST succeeded. The United States of America nearly fell during the American Socialist Revolution, which raged for 3 years. America was weakened by it, losing the East and West Coast, PLUS the western half of Alaska, to Socialist occupation. However, the remaining section of the U.S. still managed to retain its capitalist Democratic ideals and became known as Free America.

By 2028 the Russians had successfully colonized the Moon, and the world governments became weaker against Soviet domination. A decade of space exploration opened more possibilities and with the introduction of magic, brought on by an alien organism, uncertainty and war escalated. 

As fate would have it the magic is what saved the world from Soviet domination! Gulag prisoners, infused with these magical powers, overcame their guards and toppled the mightiest governmental power in the world. The Soviet Revolution spread across the globe, and by 2076 the Soviet Union was broken. The people who had magic abilities became known as “ Bloods".

During all the turmoil an idea, in the Unites States, was born. Various wealthy conglomerates wanted a way to protect their interests, and civilians, from Socialist control. Pooling their resources, a vast organization came into being - the Free America Civil Militia (FAC). 

After many misunderstandings and intense negotiations, the U.S. government and militaries came to an agreement with the FAC. Because of touchy political storms, there were areas where the government’s hands were tied. But, since they had no official ties to the government, the FAC could intervene, and often did, on a regular basis. Not only were the FAC "soldiers" highly trained, but some of them were also powerful "Bloods".

With headquarters, and substations, scattered strategically across Free America, the FAC helped keep the borders secure. Many brave men and women have dedicated their lives, and magic, to defend Free America - thanks to the FAC.

It is now the year 2121, and the FAC along with all of Free America...and the rest of the world for that matter, is contending with a flu pandemic.  How will Kai’s part of the world cope?  Let us peek at 16 of the well-known people in her world and how each of them carries out their lives in the span of one year. (BTW- They got Alaska back.)
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CHAPTER 1

1st Lieutenant Kele-de (Kai) Ann McMahon
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Kele-de, more fondly known as Kai, joined the Free America Civil Militia when she was just 15 years old, and is now 46 years old.  The FAC had heard how the Osage were excellent trackers, and fierce warriors, and needed their assistance in a worrisome matter across the border in Mexico.  Perhaps they should have opened talks *before* appearing at the Tzi Shu Osage Reservation, in South Missouri, armed to the teeth.  Imagine their surprise when a slender 15-year-old female bested an entire platoon when coming to the perceived defense of her Chief!  The FAC recruited her on the spot!  She now heads the FAC Survival Training School located on the Osage Tzi Shu Reservation in Eagle Rock, Missouri.  The school is quite extensive and works in cooperation with the Osage.... they have their own set of laws, and operation procedures which seem to compliment not just the FAC but the Osage as well.  There is an iron clad agreement with the entire Osage Nation and Free America (FAM).  FAM, and FAC, do not interfere with Osage land in any way without prior approval, or with their individual members without express permission, and in turn the Osage do all they can to help when called upon.

Kai is half Osage Indian and half Irish, a fierce warrioress in her own right and not prone to taking it easy on anyone, including herself.  By Osage standards she is considered short...she is “only” 6 feet in height but still manages to tower over most people.  She has thick, long, copper red hair, which is normally worn in a braid and, even if Kai is muscular there are some people who claim she is too damn skinny for her own good.  Her forearms are covered with intricate red tattoos with a strong spiritual meaning behind them. If she is seen rubbing them, everyone knows she is thinking about the reasons she has the marks, and they will quietly leave her be. People are brought up short by the sight of her bright blue eyes set within an olive complexion...and high cheekbones. Observers have stated the combination is quite striking.  Those eyes are usually not kind, but are, instead, hard and assess everything around her.  The only family Kai had left died just a year ago when her adopted brother was killed by a mutant, and rather insane, grizzly while they were on a mission.  Now her pretty eyes are harder than ever. Which makes her unexpected, and spontaneous, moments of humor all the more delightful.

Being an FAC officer does have advantages, but they are tempered by the fact she is a Blood Hunter – a Mutant Monster specialist to be exact.  When she is not working for the FAC she is a Bounty Hunter, having taken on her late father’s job with all the contacts.  Plus, she is a Millennial Blood with the abilities of being an Elementalist who’s powers don’t exactly work the way she wants them to – even if they apparently work the way they *need* to at any particular moment.  CTI (Chicago Thaumatic Institute) still is not sure what all she CAN do; Kai gives them no comfort in the fact that she doesn’t know either!  It is always a surprise when a new ability, related to her being an Elementalist, shows up unannounced.  Kai also has the ability to speak with the planet (whom she refers to as Kumde Kwe – Mother Earth), and nearly all the life forms which walk, crawl, slither, hop etc. upon the face of the planet.  Although it should be noted she does not particularly get along with the reptile family, ESPECIALLY alligators!  She has a massive scar on her right thigh to attest to that.  No love lost there.  By the way, she won that battle, the gator lost big time! “The gator started it!”

Much to everyone’s surprise she took on a handsome Dine warrior as her lover, and he is very devoted to her.  Ja’an, her lover, is now also loosely affiliated with the FAC and is one of her trackers...taking over the job that her late brother, Falcon, had filled for many years.  They fight well together, complimenting each other’s unique fighting abilities...and the FAC Central Commander has noted there doesn’t seem to be a weapon Kai is reluctant to use or try for the first time.  Everything she does is approached with great glee and gusto.  The poor man is often heard wondering what an aneurysm feels like.  (Echoes of her former partner’s words.)

KAI’S YEAR

JANUARY

Kai’s year didn’t just start on the dot of Midnight January, it started around mid-December when she had observed the news reports of an alarming rise in cases of the flu erupting all over FAM, and the rest of the world.  Deciding it was a prudent measure she told Ja’an to flee to the Dine reservation in Arizona where the climate would be better suited to not allow the flu to take hold.  FAC Central couldn’t agree more and sent a cadre of medical personnel with him to begin precautionary inoculations of The People. (Which is what the Dine refer to themselves as.)  Kai took even broader precautions by ordering her Away Team, and the Platoons under her command, to evacuate from the Survival Training Center and other stations...get to isolated areas as much as possible and dig in for a long stay.  She also paid heed the warnings of the reservation Elders and medicine man...and ordered medical buildings built on the reservation lands/villages.  The main village even had isolation quarantine buildings erected with covered walkways leading to each medical building.

And just in time too!  Because right at Midnight on January 1st the snows began, and they did not let up for over a two-week period!  Which wasn’t unusual for their part of Missouri, there were records about deep snow in the past.  Unfortunately, vehicles could not get through and the women began to worry about the children to the point that Cloris insisted all of them be taken to the manor house, so they would be away from the sick people.  Cloris’ special food seemed to do the trick in keeping the children from succumbing to the illness...well that and deliberate isolation.  No one was allowed into the manor unless they were masked, gloved, and wearing special isolation gear!  She was not taking chances but still sent the people back out with vats of her foods for the sick and worried family members.  Fortunately, there was also the fact that Kai had *insisted* the children get inoculated back in December...so that may have been a factor in them remaining healthy.

Sad to say that now with vehicles unable to get through Kai had to call upon choppers to cautiously touch down and leave supplies at a predetermined location, then get back out.

Stormborn’s small village seemed to be doing just fine, as it was very isolated from everyone else on the reservation.  Nodin, and the others on his team, insisted upon moving the entire small village to auxiliary caves deep down...and even took the precaution of making a door to seal the main entrance shut.  They could keep track of what was transpiring on the surface with no trouble, quite honestly everyone thought that was an ideal solution.

The Training Center only had a few mild cases throughout January, amongst the non-Blood staff.  But Kai was convinced that was because they had Nanos in their systems.  As if the little darlings would allow their host bodies to get ill beyond a few sneezes and achy joints.  Well, that and because she had demanded...ne...ordered...everyone staying to be inoculated.  Including herself...even though Kai HATED needles.  

“If I am going to make such an order,” she noted to the skeleton crew “then I should follow through and do so as well.  It would be hypocritical of me to do otherwise.”

Unfortunately, the already weak and the elderly did not fare so well.... they were in very bad shape, and Kai was certain they would not make it through the winter.  But she was not giving up on them, or anyone else.  Not on her watch!!!!  As hard as she worked, and as much time as the determined redhead put in to personally caring for the ill, some simply did not make it.  Several of the grandfathers died, which seemed to lower morale rather alarmingly...proving too much for the other ill.  By January’s end 50 people from the main village and a few smaller ones who had come in to keep the healthy from being exposed, had passed over.  The ground was so frozen that there was no way to dig graves, so with a heavy heart Kai ordered funeral pyres to be lit.  She simply could not risk morbid bodies to possibly contaminate the living.... just freezing them might not work if they waited til the ground thawed and then buried them.  No one knew for certain the mechanism of this particular flu strain and if the deceased body would have active bacteria seeking out a warm host. Kai had seen a lot of highly unusual situations in her years as a monster hunter and knew that some of them were made from viruses passed on from a host.  Again...not on her watch!

What few chopper pilots were allowed to come in, on a social distancing edict, reported to the FAC Central dispatchers that it was a grim sight indeed to see the smoke from the pyres.




FEBRUARY

If Kai thought January was bad, the next month proved her wrong in spades!  The entire reservation was put under quarantine as a precaution, as was the Arkansas Hunka clan reservation.  The Hunka clan weren’t sick, but it did seem prudent they issue a quarantine edict to play it safe!  Supplies were flown in with the use of social distancing, and they even had the skids sprayed down with disinfectant before they lifted off.  Four particular pilots now took care of the Missouri and Arkansas Osage reservations, fortunately they had co-pilots to spell them.... they were in the air THAT much!

100 more people passed over, despite the medicines flown in, the round-the-clock nursing, and Cloris sending special foods which had always worked in the past. The funeral pyres continued, which saddened Kai to watch...but she knew it had to be done for the good of all.  Oddly enough Cloris seemed immune, but she didn’t dare come in contact with the sick because of the children sheltering in place at the manor house.  So, cooking old recipes for a hopeful cure was the best contribution she could make.  Kai actually did wonder at one point just who Cloris was exactly.... the woman *never* seemed to age.  Mack, on a vid call to the training center, merely gave what seemed to be a secretive smile.  If there was a mystery around the ageless woman, he sure wasn’t telling!

FAC Central, and other FAC HQs, were battling the flu as well, to the point that there was absolutely no training of any kind throughout the FAC network.  Their hearts went out to the 1st Lieutenant fighting against the flu odds for her people.  They had footage of the funeral pyres, and it literally reduced Dr. Tama to tears while watching the footage.  Their brave little Kai was working tirelessly without regard to herself, and there was nothing anyone outside the reservation could do to help with it.  They had people dropping all over the place as well. Apparently, all of Chicago was in the throes of what was now being called a flu pandemic – everything was shut down except for emergency personnel.  Which was probably not too big of an effort as they were in a frigid deep freeze.  Dispatch warned Kai, at one point, to button down what wasn’t buttoned down because of an impending artic blast heading her way on top of what was already damned cold weather.

Adding extra insulation, which was kept in the vast storerooms under the training center, to the buildings and bringing in firewood for the extra heat stoves, Kai sighed just once and gave a recovering elder a reassuring smile.

“We have this grandfather.”

“Child you are pale and thinner than ever.  I worry you will fall ill from exhaustion.  Some of us are recovering, let us help.”

“No, you stay in this building!  You are still susceptible, and I will never forgive myself if you have a relapse.  Don’t worry, grandfather, I am sleeping and eating.”

A medic, standing behind Kai, gave the elder a raised eyebrow look and a slight shake of his head.  Sure...the woman was eating and sleeping...just not much of either.  But then again everyone was walking the line of exhaustion.


MARCH

March came in quietly, and Kai’s 46th birthday happened on the 4th without much fanfare.  She preferred it that way, as always, more so this year what with the flu pandemic claiming so many lives.  46 on paper but she still looked no older than 23, as was the case with all the Millennial Bloods...they stopped aging at around 23.  Cloris knew “her girl” didn’t like a fuss over her birthday, but considering the gloom of the pandemic she made Kai’s favorite chocolate cake to try and cheer her up.  It worked...first genuine smile anyone had seen on her face since before mid-December!  Of course, she raced to the medical buildings with cake in hand to share it with those who were slowly recuperating.  In Kai’s humble opinion chocolate was THE BEST way to feel better no matter what.  It did everyone’s hearts good to see her laughing and smiling with everyone, making sure there were enough slices to go around.  Cloris heard about it and set out to make MORE chocolate cakes!  Let’s make “her girl’s” birthday a celebration of life for all.  

The snows were still around, but were ever so slowly vanishing, even if it still was impossible to get in and out with vehicles.  Kai called for choppers, once again, to get supplies delivered as they were running low in some areas.  Only to learn that a supply system was already in place!  All of the FAC chopper pilots, and a certain trucker, had convened for a plan and had set it in place without waiting for administration approval from Central.  They saw a need and carried it out.  Kai was extremely proud of their initiative.

Fortunately, there were only a few funeral pyres for March, the sickness seemed to of worked itself out, and now all they had to contend with were people who were incredibly weak...Kai felt they would still be susceptible to relapses, so extra precaution was taken to ensure this did not happen.  Hearing from Central she learned that there was still no training sessions scheduled, and all platoons not affected by the flu had followed orders to spread out to the outlying stations in desert areas.  EXCEPT for Purple Platoon that is!  Much to her shock she learned that they had absolutely refused to stand down and had stayed in Chicago to help wherever their specialties were needed.  EVEN in the city itself at the various relief stations, and emergency hospital shelters.  Honestly Kai couldn’t have felt prouder of “her people” at that particular bit of news.  

Duties still required her attention, and it was during a quiet moment when she was plotting out mutant reports (long overdue reports) she overheard Ja’an on the transmission link encountering a ...something.  Everyone in the room had to chuckle at the way she grinned over his remarks to the rescuers.  Yeah, leave it to one plucky Dine warrior to take umbrage over how he had *finally* been rescued.  Then again being trapped in a cave wasn’t exactly the most comfortable situation.  Snickering just once she placed a pin on the map to mark where the mutant had been reported.

Since the flu seemed to be on the wan it was decided it would be a good idea to check on nearby small towns to make sure everything was all right.  Kai and Swafford had Tigger fly them down low over the Walden Intentional Community...no one had heard a single transmission from them in two months, and it had Kai worried.  With good reason apparently....as they got lower to the ground the smell indicated something had gone terribly wrong.  In fact, the stench was so bad, Kai immediately opened up a secret storage panel in the floor of the chopper and pulled out two full hazmat suits.  She had a bad feeling about this...especially when not even a single dog was heard barking.

“Just hover, Tigger,” Kai called out in a worried tone “don’t set down in case of bacteria in the ground.  We’ve practiced this maneuver for high contaminant situations...let’s treat it as such.”

“Roger that.  Hovering.”

Both Kai and Swafford disappeared into different sections of the commune...with both voicing what they were finding...with Kai finally reappearing and shaking her head.

“Damn...every single one of them dead.  Found a journal entry from their admin person, it said the flu hit hard and fast without time to call for help.”

Swafford found the sealed documents, which the admin had the forethought to prepare before the flu hit him.  It showed the contacts for next of kin right on top.  

Slowly shaking her head, Kai notified the County Sheriff of what they had found and asked for his opinion on what should be done.

“1st Lieutenant.... I strongly advise you, due to potential contamination, to burn the bodies and ALL of the buildings.  Be sure and spray down your hazmat suits afterwards as a precaution.  I will notify the coroner’s office and the CDC on what you have found.”

“Burn the buildings and remains...Roger that.” Cadwell agreed with that tactic, when she paused to call and consult him on the matter.

Tigger brought up the concern for how the Amish community and Blue Ash township might be faring, and Kai ordered her to check and make sure while her and Swafford handled the Walden situation.

“Purple to Blue Angel,” (the chopper pilot permanently assigned to the Survival Center) “Purple to Blue Angel...to my position...bring incendiaries.  Do not land...I repeat do not land.  Hover and prepare for boarding.”

“Blue Angel copies...incendiaries and hover.  Be there in 10.”

“How are we going to avoid contaminating the chopper?”  Swafford asked, feeling a bit perplexed.  After all they had been tromping through the fallen community in hazmat gear...and quite possibly had bacteria all over the stuff.  

Kai merely smiled, which REALLY worried him, his old friend had something up her sleeve.  In fact, she DID!  And it was something he really really did not like at all.  One second he was standing on the ground just outside the danger zone, the next floating and the air seemed to come alive and strip him oh so carefully of his gear and float it over to drop in the middle of the compound.  The air elementals even took the time to remove the sealed bag of documents from his hands and insert it into another sterile bag which had been secured inside his suit...then “handing” it to him before moving him another 50 yards from the compound. The same was done for Kai.

“You know that saying you have,” Swafford managed to calmly remark “of not liking green eggs and ham...I DO NOT like being floated!!!!”  “Relax,” Kai laughed “after the first couple of times it becomes fun!” “You are weird.”  “Yup!”

Sure enough Blue Angel arrived in 10 minutes and hovered just off the ground waiting for the two to board.  Once they were on he glanced over his shoulder at Kai, who was calmly pulling out a strange looking ballpoint pen and twisting the cap three times to the left.

“Is that?”  “Yes, it is.  We have orders to burn the place and all bodies in case of bacteria.  We are taking it one step further and doing scorched earth.  One my mark, Blue Angel....”

Back at Central HQ, both Mack and Tilman sighed and closed their eyes in response to what they were hearing over the communications link...despite the wars they had been involved in, it still caused them emotional pain to hear a place had to be burned to nothing. And DAMN IT...Kai had that thermite pen projectile device...again!!

“MARK!”  “SENDING!”

By nightfall there was nothing left to show the Walden Community had even existed...other than a few blackened remains of trees.

APRIL

Hearing reports, from Samir, about an unusual mutant sighting in Tennessee, Kai decided to risk leaving the reservation (before the official lifting of the quarantine) to get a look at this mutant causing such a stir.  Of course, Tigger flew her in, along with Samir and Cowboy, as if she’d miss the opportunity to see a new species of mutant!  Unfortunately, they could not find a physical location of the unusual mutant (which Kai felt was extremely odd) but they DID catch glimpses of it through the trees, none of them could even come close to identifying what it could possibly be!  Samir volunteered to file the report since no one knew that Kai was off reservation lands.  No sense in her getting called on the carpet for not keeping to the letter of the quarantine laws.

MAY

After four harrowing months it did seem as if the flu had finally stopped killing people.  Which made the appearance of flowers blooming even more life affirming.  Since the bodies had to be incinerated out of an abundance of caution (and the ground too frozen to dig graves) a large memorial service, instead, was held at the Tzu Shu reservation.  The survivors, and next of kin, burned the homes of the deceased and even scorched the earth beneath and around said homes as a precaution.  Newer dwellings were built away from those particular spots.

There was still no training sessions slated for the Center, or anywhere else in FAM.  Instead, an impromptu video session held by the Millennials was convened in an attempt to get the bottom of the pandemic.  The biggest question was, “Why weren’t the Millennials stricken ill this time, unlike the 2103 pandemic?’  Mad Scientist - Sergeant James O’Reilly - was called upon to see if he could provide an answer.  He gave the hypotheses that it could have something to do with the Nanos and their unique DNA structures which worked together this time around.  He did note that Flower had visited many quarantined areas during the Pandemic, and every precautionary scan revealed that each time there were no virus strains on or in her body.  So, it seemed to O’Reilly it did indeed have something to do with the symbiotic relationship between the Nanos and the Millennials’ unique DNA structure. Even if Flower may not be a Millennial.  Honestly the jury was still out on just what exactly the young lady was.  OH, and Apollonia not once even had the sniffles during the pandemic...but...hey...the fact she was only half human might have had something to do with it.

With that question still unanswered, Kai turned her attention to getting business dealt with at the Training Center, and making sure the reservation was returning to a semblance of normalcy.  Even pausing in her whirlwind of activity to take the call from Ja’an about his cousin coming of age.  Pleased with the news she sent a gift of congratulations for the new young woman, while also cautioning Ja’an about the possibility of mutants lurking on the reservation.  She only relaxed when he reassured her the young lady would not be making the ritual running sessions by herself.

The family of the deceased commune members, from the Walden Intentional Community, were finally located after Kai refused to give up on digging through convoluted paper trails.  Kai was still concerned that the scorched earth they did on that property, after it was placed under quarantine by the County Sheriff as a precaution, may not have been enough to kill off any bacteria.  O’Reilly sent in Nanobots to investigate, and they happily confirmed not only was the land clean of any viruses or deadly bacteria, but the thermite had actually provided fertilization for the land!  It was ready for replanting and occupation.  The Sheriff, and County Health Department, happily gave permission for the useful commune to be rebuilt, thanking the Osage for being so proactive about it.  Indeed, the surviving family members wanted to rebuild the commune, however they prudently decided to temporarily quarter at Blue Ash and give the land a cycle to rest and recuperate.

JUNE

Time for the highly anticipated Swift Ones Celebration, held every year at the Tzi Shu Reservation!!!  Kai was so busy checking on the horses, seeing who was going to be competing in that part of the race.... organizing the demonstration competition of archery, and the shooting competition, that she really didn’t even notice Administrator Resch practically tearing her hair out over the security logistics for the Training Center.  She did, however, notice that her entire Away Team was back and happily welcomed them home.  (Which surprised a few of them to be the recipient of a hug...something she rarely did.)

Much to her delight, Ja’an showed up....and grinned at her while flexing his muscles.  He was so ready for the celebration and vowed to win the race.  It was a HUGE gathering.... all four clans came together for it, along with some other Nations, so her lover had some stiff competition to beat out!  Cloris was immensely pleased to see happiness in “her” Kai’s eyes – there had been such sorrows the past 5 months.  But she had a feeling a lot of the happiness could be because Ja’an had shown up.

First were the minor competitions...ax throwing, wrestling matches, epic story telling trying to outdo one another...this elicited a lot of laughter (which was sorely needed).  The smells coming from the cook stoves set up outside, and the campfires, meant there was going to be an EPIC feast at the end of the day.

Then came the archery competitions, with Kai introducing horseback archery at full gallop.  She and Mutke had been secretly working on that since right after last year’s celebration.  It was fun to surprise everyone with how accurate she could be on a horse who was known for high speeds.  Of course she won that!  That was followed by the sharp shooting competition, which pleased the entire Training Center to see FAC’s very own Master Sergeant David “Cutter” Gearradair step up to compete.  Kai had no doubt in her mind that he would at least place...after all he was a Special Operations expert/Sniper.  He not only placed he won every single round!  Including one in which he decided to lay on his back and shoot upside down. You know...to give the others a ‘fair chance’.  The big show off!!!  And THEN...OH...THEN.... the much anticipated foot races against the horses!!!!  Every single round Ja’an easily beat out the other contestants and the horses, then the final large round, in which Mutke pranced to the line to join the other horses.  No one was going to beat him!!!  **You’ll see my human, I will win!  OH!  Our Ja’an is here too...I will beat him. **    Guess again!  Ja’an easily passed every human racer, with the stands screaming and yelling for him to GO GO GO!  Then he began steadily passing each horse, making his way up through the herd...tugging on their tails as he passed, slapping their haunches....one by one making his way to the front where Mutke was going full steam.  Kai began jumping up and down, screaming with the rest of the crowd!  Here they came around the bend...and.... Ja’an....PASSED Mutke!  Yanking on his tail while laughing, then slapping him on the neck....and over the finish line ahead of the mighty stallion.  The stands erupted, and Kai went running to leap into Ja’an’s arms...kissing him on the cheeks and yelling “YOU DID IT!!!!”  Ja’an merely laughed, touched his forehead to hers and whispered “Tacos.”

JULY

At last, it was time for the Summer Survival Training Course, one of Kai’s favorite training sessions.  It was an opportunity to show the soldiers/agents about living off of the land when there was abundance, and even demonstrating what *could* be eaten even if the land seemed to be barren.

What she wasn’t expecting was to have a man in the group who seemed to think he was the be all end all of the male species, and who couldn’t resist showing off to the female trainees whenever possible.  A few from her Away Team were attending this session and she could tell by their facial expressions/body language and a few murmured aside words that they were less than impressed with this idiot as well.  No matter what Kai tried to teach him, he would always make some snide remark about how she could not possibly know what was truly going on in the world.  

The final straw was the day he decided to *prove* that there was an easier way to sneak up on someone in a forest setting and conduct observations without being seen.  For some reason his idea was to be up in the trees...which, yes, Kai was about to point out was an excellent method as she’d done that before.  HOWEVER, this particular person got it into his head to show off, yet again, to the female trainees by proving one could leap from tree to tree and not have to come to ground in order to follow someone.  Now granted the first couple of leaps were not bad at all, and Kai had to smile a little bit.  The third leap was a bit sloppy, but still quite effective.

“Really Sergeant Rowden that will be more than sufficient.  Please return to ground so we may continue the discussion on animals to not confront.”

Oh, for crying out loud.... did he have to ju.... shit that was no jump that was a FALL!  Indeed, a bit of a long fall from the mid-point of a not so flexible White Oak tree...70-foot fall to the ground to be exact.  From a Pine tree to Oak tree...to be honest he should have done it the other way! Everyone heard the snap of the Sergeant’s arm when it broke, and they all stood silently watching as he began screaming and rolling around.  Once he stopped yelling, he demanded that Kai do something about it.  “Use that damned healing of yours we’ve heard so much about!” he snarled. 

Kai gave a cold smile, which made Swafford raise an eyebrow and think **This IS going to be most interesting. **  Swan merely crossed her arms to avidly watch with great anticipation.  Their commanding officer was not amused.

So unamused to the point that Kai actually MADE the injured man set his own arm, then splint and make him continue with the survival course!  “This is an excellent lesson for you in what to do if you are behind enemy lines far from help and injure yourself.  Listen up the rest of you.  Rowden made two mistakes, well three if you count him leaping from tree to tree. When you are suddenly injured, and you are behind enemy lines, you do NOT call attention to yourself.  No screaming, crying, cursing...whatever.  You remain silent and do what an injured animal does out of self-preservation, you scurry to cover THEN lick your wounds...i.e. render yourself first aid.  Use whatever is available to you... even what nature can provide.  Now Rowden is lucky because it is not a compound open fracture, or else he would have to contend with stopping the bleeding and run the risk of infections.  Tend to your wounds as soon as you can, and when safety is available, then get the hell out of the area.  You may have to traverse miles and days to get to reliable help.  So, with that in mind, Rowden you will finish the course with a broken arm and no sympathy from any of us.  You’re such a tough man *surely* you can accomplish this.”

Finish the course Rowden did, however, when they arrived back at the Training Center, he found no sympathy there either.  Chief Cadwell did scan the arm and seemed satisfied that the arm was properly set, but didn’t even offer advise other than to tell him to visit his personal doctor upon arrival back in Chicago.  Kai gave a full report on what happened, and why she made him continue the training THEN busted him in rank down to Private and gave him a failing mark.  Handing him his copies of the documents, she merely gave him a cold look “You have all the time in the world now, to reflect on that utterly stupid, testosterone loaded, stunt and how NONE of the female soldiers were the least bit impressed.  You’re damn lucky you didn’t break your neck or endanger the rest of us.  You have 20 minutes to get out of my Training Center, and off my reservation.  I NEVER want to see your face, or hear your name, ever again!”

Quite honestly, she hoped he didn’t try and show up next year, but instead got transferred to some place cold and miserable...like the North Pole.

AUGUST

Hoping for a quick word with the Elders, and Nodin, about what to expect for the coming Winter turned into a worrisome discussion which lasted a week.  Apparently, there wasn’t going to be much in the way of snow, but, according to them, it was going to be COLD!  Very very bone biting cold!  Well...if what they said were true, there wouldn’t be trouble getting vehicles in and out due to deep snows.  But the emphasis on cold had Kai rather concerned.  Thus, she sent out orders to start digging out extra cold weather storage facilities – not entirely trusting the electrical power 100%.  Plus, there were some minor weatherization repairs to be done on the Training Center and Manor house.  Minor, if one discounted the fact a particular generator had some potentially scary issues but that got fixed by a quick-thinking maintenance worker who could influence electrical wires.  She’d have to inform CTI about that man; he probably would need some advanced training.

FINALLY, however, there was a chance for Kai to officially be off on a bounty hunt in Arkansas.  A bit of time away from the reservation and training center.  She might not have gotten the assignment if it weren’t for the fact the person was wanted by FAM, and they couldn’t find him.  So, they called in Kai to take care of it.  Off she went with Ja’an, Samir, and Tigger to track the guy down.  A rather tricky fellow really, and it took all of her skills, and Samir’s combined with Ja’an to get a drop on him.  It was rather fun, in a surreal sort of way, to watch Tigger in action with her chopper chasing the guy down then doubling back in some fancy maneuvers...then there came the point when adrenaline surged through Kai’s body and she yelled to hold as she literally dropped down out of the chopper right on top of the man....knocking him to the ground.  What commenced was a bit of a wrestling match, combined with a few rounds of fisty cuffs and some swearing from the chopper as Tigger hastily landed it.  Just as Samir and Ja’an got to her, Kai hauled back her right arm and hit the fugitive hard enough it made his eyes roll back and down he went.  

“That punch came way out of left field,” Samir joked as they rolled the fugitive over and handcuffed his wrists behind his back “nice and solid.  I think you broke his nose.  Yup...blood.  You broke it cousin.”

Leaning back on her heels, Kai took a deep breath then another before shaking her loose hair out of her face.  “Good,” she grinned “because he landed a few solid punches as well. My Nanos aren’t pleased about the bruised rib I got out of it.  But I’m already healed up.  I can see how he managed to escape custody.  Better double cuff him.”  “Central we got him!  Tell the Marshall to meet us at the Arkansas substation. And bring some REAL handcuffs this time!”
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SEPTEMBER

Time for the annual Fall Survival Training Session.  Since it was also the time in which the Osage did the first early deer harvest/hunt Kai decided to include that as part of the survival training.  Along with making sure the trainees learned about fall trapping skills with the other necessary things they needed to know.  She did feel a little sorry for Specialist Ginger Barnes, when the woman’s trap did not complete the job and she had to do it by hand.  But that was part of the learning process really, in fact Kai’s very first set trap, when she was but 7 years old, only succeeded in breaking the animal’s leg and she had to do a mercy killing.  One of the few times in her life she had cried tears of remorse.

As for the deer hunt, well now this was one of Kai’s special areas of skill.... not that she could ever hope to think that the others with her would master the art of absolute silence.  But she was gratified to find they *could* become so still you had to look directly at them to see if they were even breathing!  Thus, she demonstrated lying in wait with just a special bow in hand, for a herd of deer to come along.  She had shown the group how to find where their bedding down areas were, had them sniff the ground to identify the scent of deer and how to find it in the very air...the trails, new hoof prints in comparison to old.  THEN they found a fresh spot and she bade them all to lay as still as possible...and watch what she did.

Carefully laying three extra arrows within reach, Kai half nocked an extra in her special Osage bow and waited.... still as death, no energy going out...just waiting.  Soon a 22-point buck majestically stepped into the clearing, he was massive!  Kai thought he had to be at least 208 pounds.  But still she waited.... flicking its tail seemed to indicate to his herd that all was clear...a large doe...then another buck somewhat smaller than the first....and what had to be his twin.  NOW!  In a flash Kai went from prone to letting her first arrow hit the mark, followed by another arrow singing through the air to nail the second buck, and the third arrow making a solid whacking sound as it sunk into the buck in the rear position.  All the other deer in the herd, at least 15, took off in several different directions without a second thought.  

“And THAT is how you silent hunt.” Kai grinned in absolute glee at the others rising from the weeds.  “Now I call for other hunters to come get them.”  

Within 15 minutes several ATVs raced up, and the warriors nodded in satisfaction...their Wild Child had done it again.  Which called for one of them to dip a finger into the wound of the biggest buck and mark Kai’s face with it while chanting a prayer of thanks to the animals for giving their lives so the humans could eat.  Kai made sure to show the class how to field dress a deer carcass, noting with some amusement how a few of them seemed to grow a little pale but they held their own.  It seemed like a good place in the near tree line to set up a rough camp, and she cut out a few steaks to show them how to also rough cook the meat.  

The reports filed, at the end of the survival course. noted that every single participant displayed exemplary conduct and passed with flying colors.  Kai was most proud of them.

It was a good thing that Tigger was well known to be the 1st Lieutenant’s personal pilot, since right before all the people, who had been through the training course, were preparing to leave she motioned for the woman to come into her office and shut the door.

Did the somewhat nutty pilot do something wrong during the training exercises?  The other participants put their heads together and couldn’t come up with any answers.  She had been the quietest of the bunch, except for moments where she would grin over some mistake another person had made then quietly correct them before the Lieutenant noticed them goofing up. 

What they didn’t know, and never would, was that Kai needed to fill Tigger in on a plan she had for December.  She needed her pilot to join in the subterfuge and cooperate with whatever government officials deemed necessary to pull off the plan.  

“I’m not going to have anything planned for you to do the entire month of December,” she softly added “just so you can get all the documentation in line and decide who you want to go with you.  Although...if you don’t mind a suggestion...”

“Kai how long have we known each other,” Tigger grinned before adding some more sugar to her coffee “anything you dream up I can carry out.  Did you see what I did in the pilot competition earlier this year?”

Nodding just once, Kai leaned over her desk “Take Sniper Johnie Garies with you.  He’s even more bonkers than MMQC and loves cloak n dagger missions.  Plus, I have spoken with Colonel Mack, and he even suggested we use Johnie...he felt the crazier the sniper the better.  Poor guy hasn’t had a mission in a while so he’s probably getting a bit antsy.  Perfect for if anyone tries some idiotic nonsense with all the military on standby.

That was a plan both women could sink their teeth into.

––––––––
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OCTOBER

The first hard frost hit the reservation, and Kai helped in hurrying to get the pumpkins brought in, and making sure the greenhouses were more than ready for overwintering on certain edible plants and medicinal ones as well.  Other harvests were going on, including more trapping done along with more deer hunting.  The Osage were responsible for controlling the deer herds and the special herd of bison they had roaming the vast reservation.  It had been a labor of love to re-introduce bison to Southern Missouri.  OH, and the elk herd which had made a comeback, thanks to their concerted efforts.  

So, there were the deer hunts, a controlled bison hunt, and a few elk needing culled from the roaming herd.  Kai noticed the thicker than normal hides, as she helped process and prepare the pelts, and worried as to whether the Elders, and Nodin, had been off on their predictions.  But Cloris just gave her a knowing smile as they were fleshing the hides.  

“Don’t worry my Wild Child, there will be snow but not much this year...instead it will be bitterly cold.  Are you *sure* you want to lead a survival training session in December? Why not November?”

“No, my meyn balibte mume, it must be December.... especially for the surprise to be pulled off.  Besides, Swafford is already outlining his part of the surprise and setting things in motion.  Do not worry, I got this.”  (meyn balibte mume = Yiddish for my beloved auntie).

As if Cloris could ever stop at least a little worrying about her meydl! (child) Might as well be her child, she’d been there the day the girl was born, and had watched over her all these years!  The ancestors had no idea what they had tasked her with!!!

On October 31st, a day Kai knew her Irish ancestors (and her great great grandmother) held special she entered the manor library and opened a hidden door to a special room...where her ancestress’s special purple violin rested in a case.  Taking it out and tuning it...Kai wandered out into the special sacred circle out in the back yard of the manor and sat down to play music until the Midnight hour.  Cloris heard the music and opened the patio doors so she could sit just out of sight but be able to listen to the sweet haunting tunes...which evoked a smile from the older woman.  The girl’s great great grandmother had played those very tunes on this special night oh so long ago.  And look.... here came Thunder to settle down next to his human, as did Little Wolf (that Chihuahua still puzzled Cloris), and Baby (the mutant grizzly now too big to travel on missions with his chosen human momma).  Finally, several species of wildlife also showed up to sit and listen to the music.  Life was good.

NOVEMBER

The month which everyone on the reservation dreaded the most.... the month of Falcon’s birthday.  Kai was still taking his death rather hard, even though she concealed it rather well from most in the FAC.  But those on the reservation knew better.  He had been her adopted brother when her parents had taken him in when he was barely 6...the same age as Kai.  She had sworn to her parents she would always look after him, protect him and not let any harm come to him.  But last year...the unthinkable happened on a mission and she just simply could not forgive herself for the
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