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The cold wind carried snow with it as it blew across the rocky ground. Gray skies hung low overhead and churned as they moved past the village of Kinngait on Dorset Island. Typically, there would have been snow already covering the ground this far into Fall, but temperatures had been trending higher even at this high of a latitude for the last several years. The residents of Kinngait and the other villages all along the Hudson Strait were being forced to adjust to new weather patterns.

Travis and Nick had left the warmer confines of the Dorset Suites and walked almost a mile away from the village of Kinngait. There was little out here to provide much in the way of cover, but this far from the village made it harder for the locals to catch sight of anything too extraordinary that either one of the guys might do.

Travis Ames, a twentysomething from Ann Arbor, Michigan, stared down at the ground as the two of them walked. Wisps of brown hair stuck out around the edges of his hood. He had developed special powers and had been using those powers to take down the largest criminal entity in Detroit. Until he met up with Nick Raven, Travis had no idea how he had come into those powers.

“And so with all of your force you were only able to knock this T29 back a few steps?” Travis asked. They had stopped walking now.

Nick nodded. His black hair flipped about in the wind. “Yeah. It’s the best I could do. I don’t think we’re going to stop him with force.”

Nick Raven had been a Special Forces soldier who had been recruited to go through a process that gave him enhanced powers. Afterwards he had spent a couple of years being a powerful covert operative sent out by the United States government to handle a variety of secret operations against other countries. He did that until he determined that his handlers were short on ethics. His opting to quit his assigned duty made him into a traitor in the eyes of the United States military. He was now a fugitive.

T29 was a designation the military had given another enhanced soldier whose primary purpose at the moment was to destroy Nick. They had already met once and Nick had not fared well. T29 was built to be stronger than Nick and Nick was forced to flee when it was apparent he was not going to be able to kill T29 on his own. It was why he had sought out Travis and enlisted his help in going after T29 a second time.

Travis stood with his hands on his hips and stared at the ground directly in front of him. He shook his head. “I don’t know, but there has to be something that he is vulnerable to. Inside his shield he’s still just a human.”

“Yeah.” Nick said. “But somehow we have to get around the shield. I was thinking you might be able to get him to lower his shield and then I could slam something into him.”

“Maybe.” Travis said.

“I watched you do something similar to that guy in the warehouse.” Nick said. “He shot himself. This is pretty much like that.”

“I’m not sure.” Travis said.

“Why isn’t it?” Nick asked.

Travis looked at Nick. “So, one night I was wandering through the streets of East Detroit and a dog came charging out of someone’s backyard. I guess it must have been tied up and got loose. Anyway, the dog came running at me growling and snarling. I didn’t want to hurt the dog. I actually like dogs. So, I thought, maybe I could just plant the idea in the dog’s head to be afraid of me and run away.”

Nick nodded. “Makes sense. Did it work?”

Travis shook his head. “No. I kept trying to push the idea into the dog’s head, but it just kept coming. Never even slowed down. I ended up, at the last second, hurling the dog about twenty feet. It landed on the pavement. It struggled to get up and then just collapsed. It was seriously injured. I felt like crap.”

“OK,” Nick said, “so you can’t push a thought into a dog.”

“Right, but...I am wondering, from what you have told me about this T29, that he didn’t seem as though he was mentally up to par, if he has enough brain power to take a suggestion.” Travis said.

Nick hesitated. “Shit. I don’t know. Hadn’t thought about that. Like, he might be too mentally impaired to be able to push a thought into his head.”

Travis nodded. He pushed a little hair back from his forehead. “Yeah. I mean, I think it’s worth a try, but I don’t think we should be relying on that working.”

“Damn.” Nick said. “Somehow we have to neutralize his shield.”

They were quiet for a minute.

“So, what happens when something big or fast moving impacts your energy shield?” Travis asked.

“The shield will stop it, but if the object is really big or if it’s moving fast enough it will push the shield in on me. Sometimes it can push in far enough for me to feel it. Like being kicked by a mule.” Nick said.

“It seems logical to assume that the same principle would apply to the T29 guy. That a sufficiently powerful force would cause him some pain as well.” Travis said.

Nick shrugged. “Yeah, I guess, but I’ve never been seriously injured from a force hitting me. Even if we could figure out a way to generate a force strong enough for T29 to feel, it wouldn’t kill him.”

Travis sighed. “I don’t know. I mean, going back to what we talking about on the walk out here, about me stopping T29, assuming I could, is there some way to wear his shield down?”

Travis had the power to cause people within a certain area to stop. Just freeze in place. They were unaware that time was passing when he did it. The only person that seemed to be immune to the power was Travis’ girlfriend Aubrey.

Nick shook his head slowly. His black hair waved a little in the cold breeze. “I’m not sure that would work. I’m not sure he would run out of energy to support his shield before you and I would run out of energy trying to hold him in place and hurl shit at him.”

“OK. So let’s go through this. I have the power to stop people, to toss objects around — not as much as you can and I can plant thoughts into someone’s mind that usually makes them do something.” Travis said. “And you can toss bigger things around, you leap distances, you have an energy shield to protect you and you can become invisible.”

Nick shook his head. “No, I don’t become invisible. It just clouds people’s thoughts so they don’t register seeing me.”

“Right. OK.” Travis nodded. “So, what in all of those powers can we combine into a viable weapon?”

They were silent again.

“Damn it.” Nick said and looked out at the horizon. “I don’t know. It just feels like, if we can’t get past his shield, we don’t have any means of seriously hurting him.”

Travis walked slowly around in a circle. “OK. Let’s stop trying to focus solely on our powers.”

Nick glanced over at Travis. “What else have we got? Svana’s skills are not going to help us much. I mean, she’s a damned good assassin, but nothing she can do can get past his shield.”

Svana was a Russian assassin. On some of Nick’s missions to covertly destroy Russian sensitive research and military sites, Svana showed up. She had been sent by the Russians with the express purpose of finding a way to kill Nick. Unfortunately for the Russians, Nick and Svana found they had more in common with each other than they did with the objectives and morals of their respective countries. It was the primary reason the two of them joined forces and both quit. It left each of them being labeled as a traitor to their own country and an enemy of the other’s country. All they had now was each other.

“Yeah.” Travis said. “But what I meant was, this T29, he can’t be impervious to death. Nothing and no one is. There must be levels of power, man made or natural, that could kill him. Maybe, instead of trying to figure out what combination of our powers could kill T29, we should be trying to figure out what could actually kill him and see how we could use our powers to bring that about.”

Nick looked at Travis. “Yeah...yeah. That’s brilliant.”

“Just logic.” Travis said. “I write code for a living. Ultimately, for me, it all comes back to logic. Well, back when I actually had a life.”

Nick smiled. “Right. Kind of a Mr. Spock thing.”

“Now that’s high praise.” Travis said laughing a little.

Nick thought for a moment. “You know, I was on a mission once in Russia and the Russians collapsed a whole building on top of me. My shield kept me from being crushed, but the weight of the building was so heavy that I could barely breathe. I knew I had to get out from under the pile soon or I would lose the strength to maintain the shield and I would be killed.”

Travis nodded. “Exactly. So T29’s shield is stronger than yours so what’s bigger than a building.”

“Well, the building that came down on me was about five stories, I think, so it would have to be a bigger building than that.” Nick said.

“Hmm.” Travis said, staring at the ground.

“What?” Nick asked.

Travis looked at Nick. “Big buildings only really exist in cities.”

“Oh. Right.” Nick said. “It would mean fighting T29 in a city. Like, with lots of people all around.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah. Possibly even in the building we would drop on him.”

“Yeah.” Nick said. “Maybe not. So what else could we drop on him that would be equivalent to a large building?”

“A mountain.” Travis said.

Nick frowned. “Well, yeah, but even together we couldn’t lift an entire mountain.”

They were quiet for a moment.

“Wait.” Travis said. “The idea with the building was that we would lure T29 into the ground floor of the building and then collapse it on him, right?”

Nick nodded. “Yeah, I guess so, but how do we — wait, a tunnel.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah. That would work. We would just have to find the right tunnel. Something not in a city, not in a populated area and no traffic moving through it.”

“I like it.” Nick said.

They were quiet again.

Nick sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Travis asked.

“I don’t want Svana there.” Nick said.

“At the scene of the fight?” Travis asked.

Nick nodded. “Yeah.”

“I don’t want Aubrey there either.” Travis said.

“Yeah, but you are going to have an easier time convincing Aubrey she can’t be there then I will have with Svana.” Nick said.

“Oh, hell yes.” Travis said. “Let me know when you’re going to tell her because I want to be far away.”

Nick laugh a little. “A good idea.”

They stood silently for a minute.

“Assuming we are successful in killing this T29 guy off, what will you and Svana do?” Travis asked.

“I don’t know.” Nick said. “Run off to some obscure place and live a quiet simple life. At least, that’s what I tell myself we’re going to do.”

Travis hesitated. “Do you think that’s really possible? I mean, wherever you go the people there will eventually know you’re not normal.”

Nick nodded slowly. “I know. It’s probably just a fantasy that I keep pretending could happen, but I don’t want to spend my life fighting someone else’s battles. I don’t want to be a tool for someone.”

“Yeah.” Travis said. “I get it. I just don’t know how we could ever have a simple normal life again. It’s like our lives are no longer our own.”

“Yeah. And maybe it’s all this shit I have recently gone through, but I can’t help thinking that there would always be some entity out there somewhere that would want me dead. That I would have to be forever looking over my shoulder or constantly worrying about Svana.” Nick said.

“Yeah.” Travis’ voice was distant. “I always thought that I would just use these powers to make this world a better place by ridding the bad guys from it, but...I realize now that there will never be an end to the bad guys. That I would have to spend my entire life, however long that might end up being, fighting against bad guys only to die one night on a dark street somewhere knowing that the bad guys will just keep coming.”

Neither of them spoke for another minute.

“Well, aren’t we the two most depressing people around.” Nick said.

Travis looked at Nick. “Yeah, well, we’re on Dorset Island along the Hudson strait. There are, like, thirty people here. It wouldn’t take much for us to be the most depressing people.”

“Maybe, but come winter when they have very little daylight here I’ll bet we would get some competition.” Nick said.

“Well, let’s not hang around here until winter.” Travis said.

Nick nodded. “OK, bearing in mind, we still have to deal with T29. We could, potentially, be dead by winter.”

Travis sighed. “Well, I can’t argue that point, so, yeah, I guess we are the most depressing people here.”


2

“Sorry, but where was the safety on this again?” Aubrey asked. She shook away a few strands of black hair that had dropped down in front of her right eye. Her hair was short, but still long enough to get blown into her face from the cold wind that lightly blew past them.

“It is OK. It is right here.” Svana reached over the rifle and tapped the lever. “And do not press your eye up against the scope. This gun has a long range and will kick back some when you fire it. You do not want a black eye.” Svana’s short blonde hair swirled a little in the wind.

Aubrey backed a little away from the scope and flipped the lever. She stared through the scope. Everything about this was foreign to her. It didn’t seem that long ago when she was struggling to find some kind of stability in her life. She got a job at a big company in Ann Arbor, Michigan. It was an entry level job, but it was a good company and she felt it would be a good place to start. In her new job she met Travis Ames, a computer guy that seemed odd at first, but, in time, she understood why. It was crazy when she discovered that Travis could do things with his mind that were beyond strange.

She was never completely comfortable with the idea that he would spend nights somewhere on the streets of Detroit wrecking places run by a criminal empire that dominated Detroit. It seemed excessively dangerous, but she understood that Travis felt like he needed to use his powers to do something good. To make this world a better place.

Aubrey’s mind swirled at how fast, though, things had changed. Things in Detroit got more and more dangerous, but the really wild part was when Svana and Nick showed up. Not only did Nick Raven also have special powers, but they had one hell of a story to tell. About being hunted by the United States government which considered Nick a traitor to his country and Svana, a Russian assassin, so, well, she was, obviously, an enemy of the United States. Worse yet, the government had created another person with special powers and that guy, stronger than both Travis and Nick, was now out to kill Nick and Svana — and anyone helping them.

So here was Aubrey. A girl who had been just looking for a stable job to help with a turbulent life now trying to learn how to use a sniper’s rifle. While Nick and Travis had special powers and Svana was a very effective killer, she, Aubrey, was nothing more than a glorified data entry worker. What the hell did she think she could do here? Aubrey squeezed off a round.

Svana looked through binoculars at the target. “I do not see a mark.”

They had a quarter sheet of plywood set up with a crude image of a person drawn on it. Behind that was a full sheet of plywood so they could track how far off the target Aubrey was. Svana couldn’t see any mark on the full sheet. It meant the shot was no where near the target.

Aubrey sighed. She shook her head as she stared down at the ground. “Sorry. I’ll try again.”

Svana stepped forward and put a hand on the rifle as Aubrey was starting to take aim again. “Wait.”

Aubrey lowered the rifle. She looked up at Svana. “What? Is it hopeless?”

Svana shook her head. “No. It is never hopeless. Anyone can learn this skill.”

“Anyone except me.” Aubrey said.

Svana knelt down on the gravel covered ground. “That is not true. Your problem is not your shooting skills. Your problem is here.” Svana gently tapped Aubrey’s forehead.

“Uh...I’m too stupid to shoot a rifle?” Aubrey asked.

Svana laughed a little. “No. Shooting accurately does not require one to be smart. You are struggling to hit the target because you do not want to hit the target.”

“What is that supposed to mean? I’m trying to hit the target.” Aubrey said.

“No.” Svana said. “You do not really want to hit the target.”

“I don’t understand.” Aubrey said.

Svana waved a hand towards the target. “Why are you trying to shoot the target?”

Aubrey glanced at the target and then back to Svana. “Because I’m trying to learn how to shoot.”

Svana shook her head. “No. That is not why you are shooting at the target.”

“I...still don’t understand.” Aubrey said.

“You are not going to need to hit a target. You are going to be killing a man. That man will be trying to kill Travis. That is what you are doing.” Svana turned a little to her left and pointed towards the target. “That man is about to kill Travis. Do you understand?” Svana leaned close to Aubrey’s face. “Kill...that...man. Before he kills Travis.” Svana stood up stepped back.

Aubrey hesitated for a second. Then she lifted the rifle up and took aim. She fired.

Svana watched through the binoculars again. “A little high and to the left. But...you hit the target board.”

“Holy shit.” Aubrey said. She looked up from where she was kneeling at Svana. “That’s the first time I hit the small sheet.”

Svana nodded and looked down at Aubrey. “Yes. You are not shooting at a target or a board. Those things are not a threat. You are killing a man that is trying to kill someone you love. Never forget that. Do you understand, now?”

Aubrey nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I understand.”

Aubrey lifted the rifle up again. She took a few seconds to aim and fired again.

Svana studied the target. “Good. Closer. You might have wounded that man.”

Svana stood staring at the target through the binoculars waiting for the next shot. Moments passed and she heard sniffle. She lowered the binoculars and looked at Aubrey. There were tears streaming down Aubrey’s cheeks.

“What is wrong?” Svana asked.

Aubrey wiped her face. “I understand what you were telling me. I can use the fear of Travis being killed to help me focus, but...it’s hard, I mean, to picture that. To picture someone about to kill Travis.”

“Yes.” Svana said. “I know.”

“How do you do it? How do you not, I don’t know, become, like, paralyzed that something terrible is going to happen to Nick?” Aubrey asked.

“First, you do not envision Travis dying. You picture that person,” Svana pointed at the target, “is threatening to kill Travis. Second, the more enemies you kill and the faster you kill them the greater the chance is that none of them will harm the one you love.”

Aubrey was quiet for a few seconds. “OK. I just hope when the time comes I can focus on those things. I’m afraid that I will hesitate in the heat of the moment. I’ve never killed anyone before.”

Svana knelt down next to Aubrey. “I understand that. You and I see human lives differently. That is to be expected. We have come from different worlds. There are billions of humans and many of them are bad. I learned at an early age that humans are not born with any particular importance. They must earn importance from the people they interact with. And they will only ever be important to those people. Bad people do not tend to be important to other people. Their death should not elicit sympathy. It does not matter if you agree with my words or not. What is important for you to remember is that you are not killing humans, you are eliminating threats to the people that are important to you. Those bad guys with guns are not people — they are death coming for your loved ones.”

Aubrey took a deep breath. She let it out slowly like Svana had instructed her earlier. She lifted the rifle again. She took aim and fired a shot. After a couple of seconds she fired off a second shot.

Svana scanned the target. “That is good. The first one is low, but centered. The second one is higher and to the right, but still on target.”

“Were...they kill shots?” Aubrey asked. The question felt a little heavy to ask.

“The first one, perhaps. The second one, no, but it would certainly slow down that guy.” Svana said.

Svana turned and looked behind them. It took another few seconds before Aubrey heard the crunch of boots walking on gravel. Aubrey turned and stood up as Nick and Travis approached.

“How are things going?” Travis asked. There was a certain reservation in his voice.

Aubrey hesitated to answer.

“She is doing fine.” Svana said.

“We’ve come up with something.” Nick said.

“A way to use your powers together to kill the T29 guy?” Svana asked.

Nick answered slowly. “Yes and, maybe no.”

Svana huffed. “That was a yes or no question. You are supposed to pick one of the answers. Not both of them.”

Nick sighed. “Yeah, well, my answer was more accurate.”

“So maybe one of you could explain it.” Aubrey said looking from Nick to Travis.

“We...don’t think that just combining our powers in an assault on T29 can defeat him.” Travis said.

“Then that is a no.” Svana said.

“Hang on.” Nick said holding up a hand. “It’s not a no.”

“It did not sound anything like a yes.” Svana said.

“Yeah, I understand, but listen.” Nick said. “We don’t think there is a way to get past T29’s shield. Without being able to do that, it seems unlikely that we could kill him, but, based on my experiences using the shield, we think we could create something that could still kill T29.”

There was a pause.

“Are we supposed to guess what what you’ve come up with?” Aubrey asked in her natural sarcastic tone.

“I was wondering this as well.” Svana added.

“No,” Travis said, “you don’t have to guess. Look, what we’re thinking is we find a way to leverage a large mass to drop on this T29 and force him to expend all his energy trying not to get crushed.”

“Would that work?” Aubrey asked.

“It nearly happened to me. In Russia.” Nick glanced at Svana.

Svana held her arms out. “What? Are you expecting me to apologize for the actions of Mother Russia?” Svana asked.

Nick stared at Svana. “No. I’m not. I’m just saying that at a place outside of St. Petersburg I had a whole building dropped on me. It puts a bit of a strain on the shield and on maintaining it under that kind of pressure.”

“They were idiots.” Svana said quietly.

“That was when they were still in the beast mode. They hadn’t gotten to the beauty part yet.” Nick said with a smile.

“Beauty is more dangerous.” Svana said.

“So, how and where would you do this?” Aubrey asked.

Travis shrugged. “Haven’t figured that part out yet. We were headed back into the hotel to get on the Internet. We’re going to need to do some research to find a place where we would have a chance to pull this off.”

Aubrey nodded. “OK. I wouldn’t mind getting inside and warming up a bit.”

“You were just starting to zero in your target.” Svana said.

Aubrey looked at Svana. “Hot chocolate first. Killing second. You have to set priorities.”

Svana’s brow furrowed. “I have never heard of such priorities. But I do like hot chocolate.”
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“I don’t understand.” Colonel Ripley said as he sat in General Holmes’ office.

“What is there to not understand?” Holmes asked.

“It...sounds like I am being demoted.” Ripley said.

“You’re not being demoted. I’m simply telling you that I’m going to be taking direct control over the project. Clearly, I’ve been too hands off on this from the start.” Holmes said.

“It’s because of what happened in Georgia, isn’t it? Because we lost Raven after his encounter with T29? That was only a temporary set back. I know he’ll be back. We just have to turn up the heat a little. That’s all. We have his friend still in custody. We can use her as bait again. I know he’ll come for her again.” Ripley said.

Holmes glanced down at his desk and then back at Ripley again. “Colonel, I wasn’t going to bring up the incident in Georgia again, but since you wish to cite that as an accomplishment I will repeat my assessment of that event. First, your plan for destroying Raven was poorly thought out. Raven has much greater mobility than your T29. Attacking Raven in the open was doomed from the start. Second, this T29 asset you are touting as the answer to killing Raven has a serious flaw. He seems to be significantly mentally impaired. It means the idiot is in constant need of a handler to be at his side at all times. Third, the woman. The Russian assassin. She has wreaked havoc on each of your attempts to kill Raven. Your inability to account for what she brings to the fight has further crippled your attempts. Fourth, the casualties we have suffered from your mistakes has put us in a very difficult spot. Do you understand how many families we have had to lie to as to why their loved one has been killed? That’s not something we can keep quiet. The press has been screaming about a cover up over the mysterious deaths of our servicemen. Which brings us to the final issue and that is the collateral damage your encounter in Georgia created. My God, man, it was right there in public. Civilians killed and the press crawling all over the place. Poor planning. Poor execution. These things are why you are now to focus solely on the day to day upkeep of T29, enhancing his training, if possible, and quietly transporting him to a location I will decide upon. Are we clear on this now?”

Ripley stared at Holmes. He had a lot of things
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