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It took over 9 months of research, worry, and heartache to get this particular book to fruition.  2020/21 was an incredibly difficult year for everyone on our planet – Mother Earth, and I wish I could dedicate this to everyone.  However, this would overlook some people who made this particular endeavor possible.

Book 4 is dedicated to the memory of my beloved cousin Ivmahchukwu “Samir” Cooper (aka Render Chukwu), who was also my spiritual son.  Covid 19 took his life before I completed outlining the book, and he was deeply interested in the tome...especially since in this alternate history his great-great grandson would be in the story.  Our lives are empty without Samir’s laughter and hugs.  I have a feeling he would have enjoyed the antics and escapades of his descendant (who has his name).

I also want to dedicate this book to the Dine Nation.  It is hoped I have not stepped on too many toes, nor insulted your beautiful culture.  I do not know how to say this in Dine...but I know it in Gaelic and Lakota.... Arfa ar Sinsear (All our Ancestors) and Mitakuye Oyasin (We are all related).  May this to me bring all our cultures closer together.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Yes, I am still thanking the Oogang writing group for allowing me to run with the original idea of Blood Hunt and writing it from my heroine’s point of view.  I do feel as if she’s taken on a life of her own now, and I can but put to ink what she’s showing me.

My dear friend, who is a wildly successful author, Patricia Mattern has been so encouraging that I feel I could take on the world. (Yes, Patricia is now a permanent character in the series...and no my dear I am not killing you off.  Bad enough Rusty clamored for that honor in Book 3...lol).  When my cousin died, Patricia urged me to keep going ‘he’d want this!’ ‘you are a Goddess!’.  Well... with that huge support a gal just has to keep writing!!!

The idea for this particular book came from a cousin, Robert Chestnut, who is well known for coming up with some truly inspired writing plots.  Late one night he piped up with the thought of Kai taking down an ancient enemy of the Dine.  We discussed it for a while, he pointed me in the direction of some websites, I pondered...and LO! an outline started to form.  So...it’s his fault!  LOL.  Thank you cuz.

I included a Language Appendix at the back of this book, as I used several phrases/words from different walks of life...I felt you, the reader, deserved to know what they meant!

And, finally, to the rest my friends and family...I see you sighing and rolling your eyes, yet you keep me supplied in pens and paper, books from your personal library on the subject (I’m pointing at you Katherine Sanders)...so I know you understand.  Love you all!
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Suppose the Red Army had not stopped at Berlin? Would it change our world? Suppose the Manhattan Project had 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 own 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, along with the Western half of Alaska to Socialist occupation. But 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 up 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 of 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 much misunderstanding, and intense negotiations, the U.S. government and militaries came to an agreement with the FAC. Because of touchy political storms there were areas the governments 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, 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.
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DATE:  12 May 2107

DAY: Thursday

TIME: 1200 hrs

MOON PHASE:  Waning Gibbous Moon


LOCATION: FAC Survival Training Center, Tzi Shu Reservation, South Missouri

Finding oneself lying flat on the ground, with a wolf standing over you howling as loud as he could, and not being entirely sure just how you got on the ground, was somewhat disconcerting, to say the least.  Pushing up on her elbows, just as Falcon rushed into view, with Colonel Farrell McMahon right behind him, 1st Lieutenant Kele-de (Kai) Ann McMahon noted with surprise the deep scratches on her forearms.  Huh...they did look as if they were made by claws!

Dropping a First Aid kit next to her, Falcon knelt to examine her face...noting pupillary reaction and frowning at her nosebleed.

“What happened?” he asked then paused at the sight of her bloodied forearms.  “You’ve been attacked?”

Colonel “Mack” McMahon visually surveyed the surrounding area but saw no evidence of a struggle.  Was this one of those manifestations of trouble the CTI scientists were all excited about?  Honestly, those people could be so strange at times.

“I.don’t.know.” Kai slowly answered and glared at her arms.  “I felt a niggle of something, heard very distant screaming and shouting...and then.... I swear...something invisible plowed into me.”

“Thunder was anyone, or anything, around the both of you at the time?”  Mack sternly asked.

In reply all Thunder did was to morph down into his much-favored Jack Russell Terrier (JRT) size, sneeze once, and whirl in a circle.  Falcon grinned and shook his head in amusement.  “That’s his signal for no.  He and I figured out a sort of body language code so we can communicate...in a fashion.”

Carefully wiping the blood trickling from Kai’s nose, Mack gave his Niece a worried smile, to which she merely shrugged...not even flinching when Falcon applied disinfectant to her forearms.  

“Whatever the problem is,” she remarked to her uncle’s nonverbal question, “it’s not near here.  I can say, however, without hesitation, it seems to be a major problem.  Why else would I manifest injuries?”

“I’ll call FAC Headquarters,” Mack vowed “just as soon as we get back to the training center and have the attending physician look you over.  Maybe they have heard rumblings.”

Meanwhile, further North...up near the Canadian border, a descendent of a mutual cousin to the 1st Lieutenant, by the name of Samir, painfully hauled himself up from where he had fallen next to his campfire and noted, with great exasperation, his badly scratched arms then wiped the blood away from his nose.  Samir too had suffered the auditory alerts and attacks and was extremely annoyed because he just did not have time for this!  Damn it he had to find that mutant cat once and for all, the thing was taking down cattle and had even attacked a rancher defending his herd.  Again, he heard distant echoing screams and shouting.  

“All right all right,” he muttered while gathering up scattered gear “I’ll contact the Hunter Guild about this.  Damn...at least let me get sorted out!”

Stubborn these two...Kumde Kwe hated that sometimes her Hunters had to suffer indignities upon receiving urgent summons.  However, when they were highly sensitive, like these two were, all she could do was watch over them until they were once again fully functioning.  There was so much to get repaired, alter, heal, grow and her genetic experiments did tend to occasionally get out of hand.  Watching a particular problem, the Earth Mother shrugged.... oh bother... now she had to contend with an earthquake.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


DATE: 1 May 2107-12 May 2107

DAY: TWO WEEKS


TIME:  Varying through the two weeks

MOON PHASE: 1ST Quarter through Waning Gibbous

LOCATION: Lukachukai Village, Dine Reservation, Arizona

Life on the Dine (Navajo) Reservation tended to have unusual events happening on a frequent basis.  Perhaps not unusual in the sense that it got everyone’s attention, but some happenings caused the more spiritually inclined to take notice.  But what was occurring lately went far beyond the ‘ah this has much spirituality to it’ or ‘full of blessings of the Earth Mother’...  it was in fact the complete opposite.  It was bordering on truly weird and making the Elders quite uncomfortable with the thought of what it might be.  

Most of the activity seemed to center near and around the Lukachukai Mountains, the trouble had been spread out across the vast reservation but was now apparently settling into a particular spot after the last hundred years or so.  Sheep and dogs were turning up missing, only to be found later  torn up or half-eaten.  This was indeed most grave as the sheep were a source of great pride, and income, for the Dine, and for them to turn up missing or slaughtered was a major blow to their economy.  And their dogs...well...some were pets, others were work partners and guard dogs, some of the toughest dogs to ever be found on any Reservation.  Even the Apache showed great respect to their canines, and solemnly addressed them as ‘little warriors.’  What could be tougher, and meaner, to be able to just waltz in and tear the dogs to pieces?

As the weeks went by more and more reports were arriving at the Lukachukai Council House of strange howling yells in the night, shadowy figures in the gloom, and items missing from other villages or isolated hogans.  People were now turning up missing or reported being attacked with inexplicable injuries and unusual amnesia surrounding the alleged attacks.  It wasn’t enough that Dine had turned up missing more and more often over the last 100 years, but lately it seemed to be happening at a faster rate.  What was going on?

Fear seemed to be a prevalent emotion no matter where one traveled on the reservation, especially with the amnesia riddled survivors of strange attacks, and items suddenly missing...clothes, cooking items, firewood, food left hanging to dry, even gardens had been pilfered.  More and more outlying hogans were being abandoned only to have the former occupants hesitantly return to gather belongings, and the aforementioned missing items found lying about...or corpses of the missing people and even partial carcasses of dogs discovered inside the hogans.  It was as if something, or someone, was deliberately leaving them there as a warning of some kind.  Accusations began flying and fingers were being pointed, along with a taboo word being bantered back and forth.  Could it be the dreaded yee naaldloshii were back?  They’d not been whispered about for 50 years, and the Elders had relaxed in their vigilance on the subject.

It was time for the Elders to try and be the voice of reason amongst the accusations, fear, and near panic levels amongst the Dine.  Wisdom pointed out that some of the possible crimes at the outlying homesteads were obviously many years old.  Why did no one notice before now?  Many hung their heads in shame, they had been derelict in their duties to always check on those not wishing to live in the villages.  Again, the Elders questioned:  Who all is missing?  Has a list been drawn up?  Were there any disagreements between those being accused or with strangers on the fringes of their society?  Had anyone recorded the time frames of the attacks, and looked for any commonalities?  More questions were presented, with answers which did not draw any obvious, or satisfactory, conclusions. 

Finally, the Elders had no choice but to call for a Grand Council to once and for all obtain answers for what was happening.  Once convened it was unanimously decided that those with younger eyes would scour through what records there were and find that commonality...well hopefully find one or two!  In the meantime, they, the Elders, would spread out to speak with each village and dig for answers.  If people were not willing to answer indirect questions, then it was time for direct and blunt questioning.

The first, and most obvious, village to examine was Bitter Springs.  Granted it was one of the smaller ones, as villages go, but they were fairly close to Lukachukai (as the bird flies).  The place had shrunk, population-wise, since the pandemic in 2020/2021.  Sad really... from nearly 800 families to now just 200 in the year 2107, but they were a proud people and weren’t about to give up.  Records did say they had reported strange happenings for the past 20 years but had recently fallen silent.  Deeming it a prudent thing, the Elders took 10 strong Dine warriors with them.  Riding up in the vehicles, it was, at first, considered natural that they heard no sounds.  But after the vehicles were turned off...the silence was eerie.  No dogs barking, no children laughing....and no livestock about.  What was going on?  Bidding their elders stay put, the warriors slowly climbed out of the vehicles and scoured the village.  It wasn’t long before some of them returned with concerned expressions or outright worry.  No one was to be found!  Food had been left on the tables to rot, even a few stoves were found still turned on and no livestock was found alive.  

“What do you mean not alive?”  one of the Elders asked in concern as he climbed out of the vehicle he’d been seated in “Did we not hear from them...no wait...it’s been at least a year since we have gotten word.  Are there any signs of foul play?  Perhaps letters to explain why a hasty departure?  Which direction they may have taken?”  But the warrior merely shook his head and indicated there was nothing to give a sign as to what had happened.

However, the further they searched the village the more they were convinced something nefarious had occurred here.  But what exactly?  Disease was ruled out when the local doctor’s house was investigated, and his notes were examined.  No diseases, but he did mention something in his notes about his patients complaining of hearing howling late at night, and something scratching on people’s windows.  Howling....and scratching.... why did this sound so familiar?

Finally, another searcher walked up, carrying a staff with a pelt attached to it...he appeared distressed just by the very fact he was holding it.  “I found this embedded in the ground by the village meeting tree.... it’s a coyote pelt.”  Silence met his find and all the Elders gave one another the side-eye.  A bad sign left as a warning.

Every village visited, ones which had not been heard from for 6 months or longer, had the same warning.  Burnt Village...empty.  Burnside Village.... empty except for one very old blind man. On and on they searched each village.  Finally, they arrived at Red Lake Village, a source of great pride for the Dine since it was one of the more successful villages.  But what they saw made their hearts sink.... the entire village had been burnt to the ground; in fact, the ruins were still smoking!  What they found, upon investigating further, sent all the men hurrying for the vehicles...strangely formed humanoid bodies with arrows sticking out of the back of their necks.  Apparently, the residents had understood what they were up against and had fought back.  But were they successful?  Spreading out in all directions from Red Lake they finally found encampments of various residents, who reported strange glowing-eyed figures breaking into their homes.  Their local medicine man knew what the creatures were and was the first to fight back, while also yelling for them to burn the village down and run.  They had no idea if he made it or not.  The survivors were gathered up in a large truck and taken back to Lukachukai.

As everyone convened back at the agreed-upon central gathering spot, others, who had traveled further afield, arrived with the same stories of smaller villages either empty or destroyed...but no survivors were found.  

“Were there any pelts left at their meeting trees?”  Several photos were produced to show that indeed there had been, call it superstition or extreme caution...but they had not dared bring the artifacts along.  Again, the oldest of the elders gave one another side-eyed glances.  This was becoming a sticky situation.  Because of the evidence found they ordered calls be made to further away, larger, villages, to see if there had been any unusual occurrences.  It grew complicated when the larger communities wanted to send out law enforcement to investigate, yet they somehow convinced the concerned parties to stay put for right now....and not to travel alone even if it were just across the street to a friend’s house.  Orders were issued for sheltering in place, or, if they had to go out...travel in groups of four or more.  Orders were given that all children were to be sent off-reservation to sympathetic friends for safekeeping and schools on the reservation were closed...giving the excuse of flu outbreaks and wanting to spare the children.  It did seem a logical course of action as no one truly knew what was causing the problems.  Even though a small group of Elders had a *very* good idea of just what was going on...but they knew they didn’t have enough proof to back it up.

It became more complicated and quite evident of what the problem truly was when a revered grandmother elder was attacked, and she had a clear memory of the who what where, and when.  It presented another conclusion that elicited grave looks amongst the Grand Council...they were going to need help.  And the most obvious help would be the infamous Hunters Guild, along with the FAC.  If indeed the monsters of their childhood had returned, they were going to need people who were not afraid to stare the beasts in the eyes.  

“I know of a Hunter,” one young Dine Warrior spoke up in the latest of council meetings...not even blushing that he was out of line in speaking without first asking for the floor “I have heard many tales of the Fire haired woman who speaks with the Mother Earth and has brought down mutant monsters almost single-handedly.  We should ask for her help...It would not bring us shame to ask for the Earth Warrior.” “And,” he solemnly added “it is said she is an Osage...the battle wise woman will understand our ways.”

It was a good suggestion with many merits, and the Elders gave permission for the emergency call to the Hunters Guild.  Unknown to them there was another Blood/Hunter heading in their direction, if not already on the reservation.  Sometimes Samir didn’t wait for the calls for help, instead, he would inform the Guild of a problem then go after it.

Deciding just who would make the call opened up another debate in the Grand Council.  It needed to be someone who sounded as if they had the authority in requesting help, yet at the same time not be autocratic about the entire situation.  The young warrior, who made the suggestion, was debated, but soon rejected as he was only in his mid-20s and still quite young...the Guild might not take him seriously.  Finally, it was decided that the appointed leader of the village, Shilah... a somber quiet man who had taken care of business for the past 10 years with great success, should make the call.  Looking around the council chamber, he smiled and slowly stood to his feet.  

“If it will ease the troubles and get help here quickly, I shall be more than happy to make the call.  However, I must point out it would be presumptuous of us to insist this Fire Hair be the one who comes.  What if she is on another Hunt and cannot get away?  It seems the best point of action to take would be to tell the Guild what we think we might be facing and that we need at least one Hunter who is versed in the supernatural aspects of mutants... plus able to use it to their advantage in taking them out.  I too have heard of this Fire Hair, and while I would prefer her help.... perhaps we should wait and see what the Hunters Guild has for us instead of making demands.  Does the Council agree?”

Shilah *did* make a lot of sense, and it would be rather high handed of them to demand a certain Hunter be sent.  If they were to show mutual cooperation and finally rid themselves of what was apparently a return of an ancient terror...well then...they should establish parameters.  

“Agreed,” an Elder nodded “show them we Dine are willing to cooperate in this venture and tell them the full extent of the problem.  It could be they have Hunters on standby who could handle this, until such time as the Fire Hair can get here.  It pains me to go with a second option, but from what we saw on our information gathering.... something must be done as soon as possible.  Even the womenfolk are terrified, and I am wondering if perhaps we should have sent them off-reservation with the children?  They are our most precious hope and Keepers of the Ways.”

Several women in the audience yelled their defiance on that thought, and it took several minutes to restore order to the meeting.  But when an elderly woman stood and held her hand up.... everyone became respectfully quiet.

“I speak for the women,” she gently spoke up “and we will not be run off our homelands by an ancient enemy.  It is right to send the children to safety since they are our future.  But we women are fighters and have been so for hundreds of years.  We fought in the wars, pulled our menfolk to safety, nursed their wounds, and took up arms to defend them.  I say if this new war comes into our village, we so-called gentle ones will bravely stand beside the men.  We say call the Hunters Guild, let them know the women will fight, if need be, and will welcome their help.  Lukachukai Village has been here for 142 years....and the mountains forever.  We Dine women will not allow our homes to go down in flames.”

A roar of approval echoed through the Council chamber and the Elders nodded their acceptance of the women’s decision in the matter.  

“This is good,” one of them pronounced “thank you Grandmother Manaba.  Will you please represent the women in this council house for when the help arrives?  I feel they could use your wisdom and ways of looking at all sides to a situation.”

Manaba bowed her acceptance of the role she would take in the upcoming days.

Thirty minutes later Shilah found himself speaking with a representative of the Hunters Guild, who listened to everything the man had to tell him then asked a series of questions...to ascertain the severity of the situation.  Finding it to be of serious consideration, the representative asked him to hold and buzzed for his manager...quickly filling her in on the call, while also forwarding the completed questionnaire to her and their Executive Director.

“Does this Mr. Shilah sound worried?”  Maria Denne, the manager, asked only to be embarrassed when the representative quietly corrected her with how to address the man.

“Shilah was quite clear on what they have found at the various villages,” Patric emphasized “and they documented the finds in case it would be needed.  They have evacuated all the children off at least three-quarters of the reservation and are currently working to get the rest to safety.... they have even closed the schools citing a flu epidemic.  He indicated they do have internet access if we wish to view the evidence.”

Switching the phone line over to where Shilah was patiently waiting, Maria Denne spoke at length with the representative of the Lukachukai Village...even asking if he could email her the photos and other documentation so she could view it immediately.  As she waited for the email to come through, she also asked if any Dine had been noticeably ill as of late...was there any talk of mass illnesses.  Shilah knew what she was trying to ascertain and remained calm while assuring her there had been no outbreaks as of late.  The last one had been two years before, and it was just a flu bug.

Hearing the ping of her computer, Manager Denne looked over the evidence with a sharp intake of breath...and tapped out an emergency code to the Executive Director to please come on the line and also look at the email.

Shilah was wondering just how many people he was going to have to speak with, just to get some help coming their way.  First a representative, then a manager...then an Executive Director!  This was not rocket science people...but...he knew that sometimes organizations were constructed to make sure only the sincere got through the red tape. 

Executive Director James Marchetti took one look at the evidence, grabbed the phone, and ordered an alert go out.  “Are any Hunters available, who have had experience with mutants of potentially supernatural abilities?”  He asked, as his assistant came panting into his office...after all, he had RUN up two flights of stairs in response to the red alert.  

“No Sir, there are only a few Hunters in the Guild who have that ability...and they are Bloods.  There are, at last count, 5 Hunters who qualify in that department.  Four of whom are out on urgent assignments on loan to the East FAC Headquarters.”

“And the fifth?”  

“Well.... sir....”  “Out with it” “That would be Samir, Sir.”

“And where is Samir currently located?”

“Sir...he *was* up North hunting a mutant cougar killing livestock.”

“WAS?”

“Well.... see...here’s the thing...”

Marchetti took a deep breath and momentarily closed his eyes.  Samir was one of the best hunters in the Guild, so when he veered off the accepted parameters, he knew there was always a good reason for it.  Still, it did make for some frantic moments when the man dropped off the radar, and almost give the Director a near stroke on occasions.

“Connor.... where. is.Samir? And what has he done now?”

“Samir...ummm...reported in the trouble already.... he saw and felt it, and indicated he was heading in that direction.”  “That was about a week ago,” he added with a shrug “and I was only told about it when I came on shift this morning. For all we know he is already on Dine land.”

“Of course he did.... very well mark him as on the mission.  And will you please ring up West FAC Headquarters?  Tell them I need to speak with their commander...it’s a red alert. And that I have the caller on hold.”

“One more thing,” Connor sighed “they are asking for a female Blood Hunter whom they call Fire Hair.  We don’t have anyone matching that description assigned to this headquarters.  I am wondering if, perhaps, they are referring to a soldier in the FAC, with the last name of McMahon? I’ve heard stories about her?”

“I’ll look into it.”

“Yes Sir.... ringing up FAC West right now.”

———————————————————————————————-
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Within minutes the West Headquarters operator connected Director Marchetti directly to the Commander’s office, whereupon his assistant hailed him through the open office door.

“Commander Bachman?  We just received a red alert priority phone call from Director Marchetti at the Hunters Guild West Headquarters.  He’s asking for you.”

“WHAT?  He rarely calls for a red alert...patch him through!”

Dropping his paperwork, Bachman snatched up his phone and listened intently to what had gotten Hunters Guild so concerned...then turned to his computer to view the documents coming through from him.  Frowning in concern, he also pulled up another screen to see if they had anyone who could provide immediate help.

“Marchetti.... I don’t have any Blood Hunters assigned here who has the qualifications to pull that off.  I’ll have to put in a call to Central Headquarters.  I know they have some Bloods there who could easily handle this.  And from the description you gave me...I think the Dine are asking for 1st Lieutenant McMahon, and it just so happens she’s assigned to Central...however, she does tend to go pretty far afield when the situation warrants.  I’ll tell them about the added request, in case that is her they are speaking of.   But it’ll take them a few days to call those Hunters in, if they aren’t bunked down there.  Hmmm...hold on a second.... I have an idea.”

It had occurred to Bachman, in just a matter of a few minutes, that they had a uniquely special platoon of FAC soldiers who had come to aid in a hunt near the California border...who might just fit the bill.

“Adam?” (his assistant)

“Sir?”

“Didn’t the Night Rider platoon just report in last night?  Or have they gone on back to Central?”

“No Sir...they’re still here.”

“EXCELLENT!  Call down to the barracks for their Commander, tell him he needs to get to my office on the double.”

“Marchetti you still there?  Good good...listen I have an idea.  We have an elite platoon in the FAC, the only one in existence.  Ever heard of the Night Rider platoon?  You have?  Good...well I’m going to assign them as preliminary protection for the Lukachukai village.  Tell your caller that they will be arriving in the next 12 hours...knowing them probably a lot less time than that... via a chopper.... oh, and let them know the platoon only works in the night hours because of their eyesight.  What?  Oh, it’s because they.... well...they have perfect natural night vision, and daylight can be problematic.  I take it the problems the Dine are facing are more prevalent at night?  Yes, I thought so.  Okay....and please assure them I’m sending for the necessary Blood Hunters from Central Headquarters.  It might take them a day or two to head in this direction.  Sorry, I can’t be of more help. And James...see you next month for the annual meeting?  Excellent...see you then.”

————————————————————
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Returning to the other line, James Marchetti assured Shilah that FAC Western Headquarters was sending a platoon of highly trained and seasoned warriors from the FAC.  “Sir alert your Council that they only work in the dark, as they are highly sensitive to light.  So please do not be alarmed by their appearance.  We don’t have anyone currently at headquarters here that can come to help...other than one lone Hunter who apparently sensed the trouble and is already enroute. Or could very well be there already.... knowing that Hunter, however, he probably won’t report to you or the Elders.  I highly doubt anyone will even see him; the man tends to blend into the landscape with ease.  But he’ll, nevertheless, be around and dealing with the trouble in his own way.  Commander Bachman from the FAC West Headquarters is putting in a call to Central.  They have some Blood Hunters assigned to that area who should be able to help.  It will take a few days at least...so I’m afraid that, at the moment, the Night Riders are the only available option.  As soon as we hear back from other parties, I will personally phone you back.”

Thanking the Hunters Guild, Shilah hung up and turned to regard the council.  “They are sending in a specialized platoon of FAC Soldiers known as the Night Riders.  Apparently, they can see in the dark, and we need to prepare a room for them here in the Council House, and nearby hogans with space...calls are being sent to the Central FAC Headquarters asking for Blood Hunters who are equipped to deal with this.  Oh...and they claim a Hunter already knew about the trouble and is heading in this direction...or is here already.  We might not even see him, but the Guild assures me he will be hunting.”

Everyone in the Council Chamber drew a sigh of relief, then rose to begin preparations for the arrival of the unique warriors.

See in the dark...even Manaba had not heard of that ability.
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CHAPTER 2
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DATE: 13 May 2107

DAY: Friday


TIME: 0100 hrs

MOON PHASE: Last Quarter

LOCATION: Lukachukai Village, Dine Reservation, Arizona

In the pre-dawn hours of the 13th of May 2107, a Friday, the uneasy silence of the Lukachukai Village was suddenly shattered with the sound of a helicopter coming in fast and low.  Warriors grabbed rifles and other weapons, running outside to meet whatever new challenge was visiting their village, only to be brought up short by the sight of their Elders calmly standing by the Council House and smiling.  Turning they too saw the jet-black outline of the chopper, landing just outside their village. In the faint pre-dawn light, the insignia of the FAC emblem was seen gleaming on the side of the rather large chopper...it certainly looked to be the kind designed to carry troops!  After the rotors shut down not a sound was to be heard as 60 strong poured out of the vehicle, other than a laugh being heard from the pilot in response to something the Commander of the platoon had said.  Every single person coming out of the helicopter was garbed in flat black from head to toe, with black goggles resting on top of their helmets, said helmets were also equipped with flat black visors...most of which were in the down position.  Even their weaponry and duffel bags were flat black.  Well now...this was no ordinary FAC platoon as the FAC generally used camouflage-oriented gear.  Could this be the infamous Night Rider Platoon they’d heard so much about?

Still wary, the men watched as the tallest of the platoon, who was ramrod straight in his posture, walked up the Elders.... saluted them and made a remark which made the Elders chuckle and salute back.  Turning he waved for the platoon to come forward into the clearing in front of the Council House and he introduced every single member to the Elders. (There was one figure he did not introduce, but, oddly enough, no one seemed to notice. He was *that* quiet.)  The watchers approved of how they showed great respect, even going so far as to also salute before dropping into parade rest in neat formation.

Turning to regard the armed warriors, Commander Lee of the FAC Night Rider Platoon nodded in approval and smiled.  

“Good to see how fast you responded to the potential threat.  I am Commander Lee, and these fine soldiers are the FAC Night Rider Platoon.  I am told that places to bunk down have been decided upon?”

Stepping forward Shilah gestured to the mixture of hogans and more conventional housing of the village.  “My name is Shilah and I am the appointed leader.  Welcome to Lukachukai Village...our home is your home. We have all volunteered to take as many as we can in each dwelling.  There are also bunk rooms in our barns as well.  It seemed correct to give you, Commander Lee, the extra emergency rooms in the Council house for you and your tactical team.  We also have food waiting for those who are hungry.  And correct me if I am wrong, but it is understood that whatever you need to do, it needs to get done before the sun fully rises?”

Looking to the horizon, Shilah slowly nodded at the signs “I estimate two hours tops...Sir.”

“Very good,” Commander Lee calmly responded “alright platoon.... scatter.  Pilot secure the chopper, Teams A & B preliminary perimeter check, make note and we’ll discuss it at sunset.  Teams C &D.... establish who is to sleep where and make a hasty eating schedule, I know you’re all famished and would like some chow before bedding down.  Tactical with me to the Council House to stow gear...and...” turning he bowed to the Elders “we humbly thank you for your hospitality and we promise to secure the area and get to the bottom of the attacks as soon as possible.  You are no longer alone in this battle.”

———————————————————
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On a nearby rise lay a figure dressed in buckskin which blended perfectly into the landscape, thusly enabling him to watch the village to protect them in case those creatures came about.  Night vision binoculars resting next to him at the ready had aided the man in identifying the helicopter flying in....in fact it flew right over the top of where he had been lying.... any lower and he would have been shaking hands with the passengers!  What crazy pilot would fly in at that level?!?  But when Samir saw the FAC logo and noted the deep pitch-black color of the chopper, he knew who it was.  Only the Night Rider platoon had a flat black chopper, and yes, their pilot was probably crazier than a Minnesota Loon in mating season.  He’d heard stories about that pilot’s missions and how he seemed to just defy the laws of gravity even silently appearing seemingly out of nowhere. Why he chose to fly in without whisper mode activated did stump the observer for a minute.  Just for a minute...then a thought crossed Samir’s mind and he grinned.  It was a visual and auditory warning to the enemy that they had arrived.  A challenge.  Excellent...most excellent.

Tapping on his comm piece, Samir contacted Hunter’s Guild West Headquarters.

“Lucky Fox to base...Lucky Fox to base.”

“Base go.”

“The NR have arrived with quite a bit of flare and visual boasting, flew past me so low that I darn near was shaking hands with them.  They are establishing village perimeter.”

“Your position?”

“Oh...about 1000 yards out or so.”

“So...your normal almost on top of the target strategy then.  Any of them sight you?”

“What a silly question to ask.”

“Yeah...my bad.  Sorry.  Any sign of the troublemakers?”

“Well... not now.”

“Wait...what?  I mean...explain yourself Lucky Fox.”

“About a mile out from here there was a solitary Hogan with a young couple in residence.  Small barn with sheep, and a dog.  I came upon it around 0100, just in time to witness some.... things...attack and wipe them out.  Culprits were then eliminated.  What they are is beyond me. I snapped some photos and uploaded...satellite should have gotten them to you by now.  Evil looking and, damn, they smell.  But I spotted extra tracks, belonging to about 8 more, going in the opposite direction.  Noted and will be backtracking them.  Wanted to ensure none had come in this direction first.”

“I’m about to ask that dumb question again...”

“Naw.... they didn’t see me.  I think the ones attacking the Hogan were left there to do the job, while the rest continued East.  Surmise they are heading back into the mountains.”

“Duly noted.  Hunters Guild has already contacted FAC West, and they in turn have contacted FAC Central.  You will be getting some help soon.”

“Please tell me they might have some Blood Hunters?  Not to sound egotistical...but only Bloods are going to be able to handle this mission.  I’ve never seen creatures like this before and am at a loss as to what they are called.”

“I caught the tail end of a conversation involving that topic.  They think they know who could do this.  In the meantime,...just try and stay out of trouble.”

“Who...me?”

Laughter was heard through the comm link before the Handler signed off.  

Back at the Hunters Guild West Headquarters dispatch thoughtfully gazed at Lucky Fox’s Handler...who was now swearing softly and trying not to pull their hair out.  Hunters in general did tend to drive their Handlers right up the wall.... but Blood Hunters were a special breed unto themselves and never looked at things the same as others.  For some reason the word danger was not in their vocabulary...or fear for that matter.  Which is why they each had people at the bases who were euphemistically known as Handlers...to keep them out of trouble, send help if needed and alert other agents to the situations. 

“What has Lucky Fox done now?”  The only answer they got was “coffee!” which sent them to chuckling.  Yeah.... this was going to be interesting to see how close Lucky Fox drove his Handler to the edge this time.  Hell...the last Handler had to be sedated for crying out loud! And it only took 4 missions to get him there.  An all-time record!

——————————————————————————-
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DATE: 14 MAY 2107

DAY:  Saturday


TIME: 1400 hrs

MOON PHASE:  LAST QUARTER

LOCATION: FAC CENTRAL HEADQUARTERS, Chicago, Illinois

Chaos erupted at FAC Central Headquarters, in Chicago Illinois, when several officers showed up unexpectedly.  Normally unannounced arrivals were taken with a sense of calm with proper procedures being followed.  But these arrivals did send a tiny bit of panic through the halls.  Not only did 1st Lieutenant McMahon arrive with her hunting partner Falcon, and furry companion Thunder in tow...she also brought with her the legendary Colonel Farrell “Mack” McMahon in full dress uniform, plus her Second in Command along with the communications officer from the training center!  AND, if that wasn’t enough to send the receptionist at the receiving desk into a near heart attack, four Osage Elders in full dress were with them!

Nodding at the hasty salute, Colonel McMahon returned it with a crisper one then pointed at her desk phone.  “Better ring up Commander Tilman, let him know shit has hit the fan again.... oh and summon those brains at CTI.  They’re going to want to hear this.  And where is Apollonia?  Now HER I don’t want to be informed her adopted sister is here.... especially with her arms all torn up. That girl will fly into a rage and want to know who where why...then teleport there to dispense justice.”

For good measure, after hearing her favorite agent (Kai) was hurt, the receptionist also called up Dr. Tama.  Who, much to Kai’s dismay, showed up in Tilman’s office at the same time the CTI scientists arrived.  Sighing just once, Kai quietly held out her arms so Tama could do her fussing. For some reason the deep scratches were not healing up, which was odd since the Nanos were normally quite efficient and up to any task.... ancestors know she’d put them through their paces over the past few years!

“No physical attack?”  “No,” Kai quietly assured the doctor “nothing physical.  Thunder would have noted anything attacking that I didn’t see.  And even he remarked on the fact that it was as if the air came alive.”  

Examining the deep scratches, one of the CTI people also ran a scanner over the arms to see what the Nanos were doing.  What they were “doing” seemed to be a lot of milling about and sending out confused signals.  “Well I can see why the Nanos haven’t healed you up.” “Why?”  “It wasn’t a physical attack and they are not programmed for psychic wounding.  Hang on...we just developed a code for that about a month ago, when another agent had a Screamer attack them...fortunately he was wearing a mini cam and caught the footage for us to examine.”

Ten minutes later everyone watched with bated breath as Kai’s Nanos slowly healed her arms, only leaving faint scars.  “You want them to wipe the scars too?”  But Kai merely shrugged...what were a few more scars in comparison to the ones already on her arms and back.  It had taken some convincing to force them to leave those particular marks alone.  Oddly enough the psych officer was on her side with that decision!

Once the medical staff was satisfied with Kai’s arms, Commander Tilman shot a stern look at the Colonel...then slowly shook his head.

“Considering you arrived with the 1st Lieutenant’s second...plus her comm officer, and with representatives of the Tzi Shu.... I take it something was so urgent you didn’t even take out time to call but just ran for here. So...what is up, and does this perhaps have anything to do with an unusual communication we received from West Headquarters?” 

Kai quickly ran through what had happened to her, and the fact she had been hearing screaming and yelling for the past nearly two weeks...but that it sounded as if it were at a distance, so really did not pay much attention to it.  But then yesterday it had escalated to being physically attacked...by something unseen.  Her only conclusion to the entire situation is that there was a serious problem somewhere far from her location.  Tilman nodded while taking notes, then pondering her for a few minutes before finally sitting back in his chair to give Kai a long solemn look.

“Well...we did receive a communication from West Headquarters early this morning, the only reason it took so long is that they were sending our Night Rider platoon in to assess the situation.  They arrived at 0100 yesterday morning, established preliminary perimeter and by Midnight last night sent a report to West...who then forwarded it on to us.... that there does seem to be signs of predation in the area.  The trouble is on the Dine Reservation...entire villages have been under siege at one point or another...people are vanishing, livestock being slaughtered.  Commander Lee, of the Night Riders, also said that they found a Hogan a few miles from the village where they are staying...the people were outright slaughtered along with their livestock.  But the strange thing is...they also found the culprits who apparently did it also deceased.  It did appear as if a Hunter has been in the area and took care of the problem.... or part of the problem.”

“Part?”  Mack asked curiously as they all took a seat.

“Yes well,” Tilman sighed then turned his computer screen around so they could view the bodies of the alleged culprits.  The Osage Elders looked at one another then silently nodded, the legends were true after all!

Kai’s eyes narrowed in thought as she examined the photos, it did indeed show the marks of a Hunter taking down mutants.  What were those things?  Noting the Elders body language, she raised an eyebrow in question.

“Grandfathers?  You know what this is?”

As much as they tried to deny knowledge of the situation, the Elders finally were worn down by persistent questioning and they threw their hands in the air.

“It is not our place to tell you exactly what they are,” one of them protested “but even the Osage have heard of the once humans which have stalked that land for hundreds of years.  The legends are as old as the Nations themselves, and they dare not utter the name out of fear they will come after them.”

“Not fear,” another Elder contradicted “more like superstition that the beings will hear their name being uttered and will come to kill their family.  We have old stories written down in the archives.... actually, the Watchers recorded them.  They do tend to keep an eye on any they consider to be mutants.  It isn’t just the Howlers they have watched over the millennium.  BUT they do not interfere, as it is not their place, nor have they been asked.  Wild Child...this is now your responsibility as you have felt and heard the problem, the Earth Mother is calling for you once again to resolve an issue.  The Dine need you.”

Kai’s second in command tried to protest about her being the one to assist in the situation.  She’d been swamped with work as of late and, in his humble opinion, needed the rest.  However, when the Elders gave the officer a stern look then silently pointed at the screen with all the photos, he quickly realized there really was no choice in the matter.  The call for help had been issued on many levels and the FAC must respond.... Kai HAD to respond. 

“Well if I am going,” Kai stubbornly retorted “I don’t want Falcon to go with me.  He needs to stay to watch over the Tzi Shu reservation and help with the training school.  Just me and Thunder this time, no one else.  The less presence on the reservation the faster I can hunt these things down.  Besides there is, apparently, already another Hunter there...as well as the Night Rider platoon.”

Commander Tilman quickly shot down that idea and pointed out that Falcon HAD to go with her, and Colonel McMahon.  It was a precedent since the West Headquarters had called them for assistance, as did the Thaumatic Institute which was in that area.

“They what?”  Falcon weakly asked...absolutely flustered that the TI (Thaumatic institute) in that area of the country specifically asked for his lifelong friend.  “Why ask for her?  Don’t they have Elementalists out there?”

“Not exactly,” one of the CTI scientists spoke up, who’d been quietly sitting in the background taking copious notes on the situation “absolutely no one like our Wild Child.  At least to their knowledge.  Although it does intrigue me that there is already a Hunter on the ground, who seems to have picked up on the problem.  The TI out there refused to say who the person was, other than that they tended to display some Wild Blood characteristics...same as our 1st Lieutenant however, whomever that Hunter may be...they are not an Elementalist.  The Nanos in our 1st Lieutenant have been showing some excitement since the beginning of this meeting, which is highly unusual...I believe they might know something.  So, Falcon, the Commander is correct...she must go there as quickly as possible.  Commander Tilman, by your leave, I will notify the TI out there that she’s coming in.”

“Granted,” Tilman smiled gratefully “and I will inform West FAC she’s on her way as well.  1st Lieutenant...I advise you to gather what gear you think you may need.  And, no, you may not take your platoon this time.  You will have the Night Riders at your disposal, and I suspect the Dine will have a contingency of warriors at the ready as well.   However, I advise you to take the Colonel, your tactical officer, and a few others, if you so wish, as your skeleton crew.  If you run into trouble the FAC West is but an hour from the reservation by helicopter...as well as the TI out there.  AND the West Hunters Guild.’’

“Faster than an hour,” Mack muttered “much faster.”  Then shut up when Tilman turned to look at him...no sense in the man knowing just *how* fast their newest choppers could go.  Poor man would have a heart attack for sure, bad enough Kai gave him fits on a regular basis as it was.

———————————————————-
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Excerpt from 1st Lieutenant Kele-de (Kai) Ann McMahon’s private journal

Date: 14 May 2107

Day: Saturday

Moon Phase: Last Quarter

Time: 2300 hrs

Location: FAC Central Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois

Nothing quite like being attacked by an invisible force to get one’s attention!  Of all the bone jarring, knock me down and out, make me seem spacey for a minute visions/pay attention something is wrong/forget where you are you MUST see this alerts I have gotten over the years,  THIS was definitely a new attention getter!!  REALLY!  Seriously I was attacked by...air...?  Apparently, it had claws too because the “it” left deep claw marks on my forearms while also knocking me down and out for a few minutes. (According to Thunder it was only for a few minutes of him standing guard over me and howling as loud as he could for help.)  The accompanying distant screaming, yelling and other sounds of fighting right before being knocked over was an attention getter as well.  That and the nosebleed from almost instantly overloading on CDAT.  And to think.... all I had been doing was going for a casual walk back to the training center, after making a perimeter inspection with Falcon and Uncle Mack.

The perimeter inspection had occurred because I had been pondering holding an extra Spring survival training session, but Falcon, my lifelong friend and frequent hunting partner, had pointed out the strong winds from last week’s peculiar wind storm may have rendered some of the older tree branches unstable.  Because of my proposal we had gone out to make sure there were no potential surprises waiting to crash down on anyone’s heads.  Just because it is a survival training session does not mean you knowingly allow dangerous situations to lurk overhead.  Besides, the Tzi Shu children play in our vast forests within the reservation, even around the perimeter of the training facility.  So, it was our duty to ensure everyone’s safety.  I am pleased to report our forest is very healthy with nothing amiss.

This could have contributed to the fact of why I was caught off guard when the air walloped me.  I was FAR too
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