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Prologue
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The tall, wild grass swayed in the easy afternoon breeze and there was a stirring stillness to the lands. Not because there was no sound. The wind and grass were evidence of the fact there was plenty to be heard. It was what lay behind the soft sound of wind combing through the foliage. There were no birds chirping, no animals calling out... just the grass and its wind-swept song. In the jungle, this happened often, and all the citizens of this particular kingdom knew what it meant when the birdsong went without being heard. Something was being hunted, and it was more than likely that both predator and prey knew the event was inevitable.

The lioness roared from her crouched position, lunging for her objective. It was difficult to call them prey; lions did not often hunt hyenas. But a cub of the pride had been lost to the pack of dogs, and the natural order of things had to be reestablished. But against so many, it was precarious for the lone lioness to attack.

Catching the pack unawares, she was afforded the chance to attack several hyenas. With the wisdom gained from seasons past, the lioness knew better than to focus her attack on one target for too long. She slashed with her paws, scoring a bite on the left hindquarter of one of the bigger hyenas. The female whelped in pain. She had not been killed, but the dog’s ability to run had been compromised.

Turning to find her escape, the lioness ran, the hyenas quickly changing direction in order to give chase. Running out of the patch of wild grass, the lioness was completely exposed and knew she could not outrun her pursuers. She set her eyes on one lone tree in the distance and ran her fastest. She never looked back, but she could hear the panting cackle of the hyenas drawing closer.

With the tree some eighty meters away, the lioness breathed easier as her closest pursuer fell to the ground, rolling to its death; the stone that struck its skull rolled free of the carcass, and three of the hyenas stopped to investigate the matter.

Aneke leapt from the tree, hurling her spear that hissed upon the wind as it passed over the head of the lioness, plunging into the chest of a hyena. The force of the throw nearly carried the weapon through the body of the hyena, but it fell to its immediate death nonetheless.

“You struck well, Sister,” Aneke said softly, lifting her hand to touch against the side of the lioness as it passed by her. “And at the moment, these fools feel their numbers give them power. Perhaps we should show them the error of their ways, eh?

“You may have this one,” Aneke huffed, quickly stepping to her left to avoid a charging bite. The tall, slender woman, using her right hand to usher the charging hyena by her, stepped into a lunging attack, the heel of her left hand smacking against the snout of another charging animal. The sound of bones breaking preceded one last yelp from the dog as it fell to the ground. 

The woman closed her eyes as she continued her attack. She quickly became the wind; the attacking animals were her field of grass. She moved in and around them, between them... and when she chose to... she moved through them! Her hand strikes were fast and precise; one separating a leg from its socket, another stopped a heart, a third crushed a diaphragm. Her kick was powerful, sounding like thunder as it shattered a skull. Her fourth strike produced the fourth carcass, joining the two the lioness provided. The hyenas didn’t require any further argumentation, and opted to leave the debate altogether. Aneke flashed a bright smile, moving her long, thin, gray and red braids out of her face.

“They are fewer in number... but they are fools no more, eh?”

Aneke moved to retrieve her spear, but stopped when the lioness walked by her, brushing her body against the woman’s leg. 

“If that is your wish, Sister,” Aneke declared, her head turning slightly as she heard someone approaching. When the lioness turned to see what it was, Aneke scratched the top of the lioness’ head. “No, he is one of mine.” Aneke turned to face the young man, a look of confusion and concern on her face. “And he does not normally run this fast.”

“My Queen!” Wian huffed. He was not spent, but it was clear he was giving his best effort to reach Aneke.

“You have been taught much better than that, Wian,” she stated. “No respect for the lands of our friends, and little regard for what that trail of dust will do when our friends above our heads look down and see it.”

“Forgive me, my Queen, but the Prince has returned. Eagle is back!”

With a slight nod, Aneke replied, “That is indeed a pressing cause for haste, eh? Fine, I am done here. Take hold of me, Spearman.”

Wian took a long stride to move closer and take hold of the offered hand. The moment physical contact was made, Aneke closed her eyes and felt the wind blowing around her. Applying her talent, the wind was soon blowing with and through her. In an instant, the Queen of the Talmanjahr – and her Spearman – was gone. The lioness growled at the exit of her friend, and started her way back to the pride. 
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Chapter I
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Shadows danced across the walls of the simple hut, keeping in time with the tempo of the flickering flames. Seven candles had been posted along the far wall, assigned to the task of lighting the chamber. 

Charles walked in without hesitation, making his way over to the bed where he sat on the edge, placing his hand on top of hers, the elderly woman who rested underneath the covers. Adalea was still in her bed but Charles knew she was awake.

“Hello, Mother,” he said softly, closing his eyes and bowing his head.

“My son,” the woman’s diminished voice still embraced him with her love even as it reminded him of her condition, her time, and what little she had left in the hunting grounds. “I would give you my eyes... but they are useless to me now. All I have left to me are the images my heart kept close.”

“I certainly hope you caught my good side,” Chan remarked, smiling as she chuckled.

“I am graced with many talents, my child... but even that is beyond me!” Her smile was so bright and warm that it brought unexpected emotion to the man’s heart. His nostrils flared as his eyes watered. “And what am I to call you now? Is this Kun-Sai Chan who has come to see me? The fabled Eagle, perhaps.”

“Fabled?!”

“Or is it just my boy... my Charles Chandler,” she continued. “That’s a good name, you know.”

“I’m rather fond of it.”

“Then why change it?”

“I haven’t changed it,” he argued. “I’ve just limited the ones who can call me Charles. And to answer your question, the Queen has summoned me.”

“Then what are you doing here, boy?!” she asked, lifting her head up from her pillow. Her son’s hand touched lightly against her shoulder to usher her back down on the bedding.  

“I doubt seriously the Queen will take offense at me visiting my own mother,” he argued. “She has always struck me as a reasonable woman.”

“And may this only support your beliefs and loyalties,” Aneke T’Fongoori said as she walked into the room. “And how are you, Mother Princess?”

“I am in the presence of my Queen,” Adalea replied with a smile, a tear rolling from her eye. “I am exalted! You have come for my son?”

“My business with Eagle can wait, beloved woman,” she said before turning to face Chan. “I came to tell you as much.”

“That is very much appreciated,” he said, bowing to Aneke, “but the woman who brought me into life wouldn’t have it. I am yours. 

“I will return as soon as I can, Mother.”

“Go with my blessing and hope, cherished child.”

Chan led Aneke out of the room and the two were silent until they were well away from the hut. “I want to thank you for that,” Chan said softly. “Your visitation means so much to–”

“I was there when your cord was cut, Eagle,” Aneke said, placing her left hand inside her right palm, her arms draped in front of her. “I was the one to cut it. I was a Warrior of our people when you were born, a Queen when you went from being a self-proclaimed charity of this tribe to one of its most powerful assets. Adalea was born a Princess and even though her blood no longer holds the Throne of the Talmanjahr, there isn’t a single voice raised at Council against keeping her at her current rank. If anyone means anything, it is your mother... to all of us!

“And it isn’t as if her only son has failed to make a meaningful contribution to our tribe,” Aneke said, turning to face Chan. “Though he might have failed to make ten of them.”

“Well, that didn’t take long,” he grumbled, placing his hands behind his back.

“You’re teaching again, aren’t you?”

“So tempting,” Chan mused, bouncing on his toes. “How I could so easily play the game of technicalities and answer your question with a ‘no’. But were aren’t the sort to engage in loopholes with one another, are we? No.

“I am currently not teaching anyone,” Chan explained. “But up to about a week ago, I was training three... one as a Warrior.”

“The Council is ready to hear your words, Prince,” Aneke said, turning from the man. “We will hear what you have to say and then weigh whether you will be charged with an offense.”

Chan watched the woman walk away from him and smiled. He noted every courtesy she had paid him and his family. She had ventured out without escort and she had placed no guard on his person. It was a sign of trust and respect... and Chan laughed, finding the weight of the Queen’s actions more binding than restraints.

Chan walked into the gathering of the Ministers and War Chiefs addressing none of them, walking directly to where Aneke had placed herself. 

“First the speech for my mother and now this,” he thought, noting how she had chosen not to sit on her throne. “She must think this is going to be troublesome for me. Or does she already know?

“My beloved Queen, my sacred people,” Chan said, bowing to the Queen... before we delve into the investigation,” I will present Vision, as it is my power to grant. These are the most recent teachings of Alexander Jerome Whithers. And no, my people, he was not born of the Talmanjahr. He is the son of a former student; one whom I had the pleasure to know and teach before I was asked not to impart our secrets on others. Let me bring you into my Vision.”

Those who had been gathered soon lost their own perspective, falling into the mind and soul of the one Chan had been monitoring.

– The Sight – 

Blackness. Nothing of any substance that could be felt or seen, no matter what direction he faced... although it was a leap to assume he had turned. It felt like he was, but he didn’t have the means to measure movement. He couldn’t even see himself.

– The Sound – 

There it was... again. A low, soft hum covered his ears. He would’ve preferred to be as deaf as he was blind. The hum was aggravating; it never changed no matter what he did.

– The Action – 

Rather than be frustrated by yet another attempt, the young man allowed his mind to retreat... away from that wall, and back to a place where he could find some measure of comfort... not to mention sight.

– The Sound – 

A voice; one that was familiar to him. Not that it had much choice, seeing as it was his own... just not from the most traditional source. “Feeling any better?” 

Alexander Whithers turned to look at another version of himself; one that appeared a little younger than he truly was, dressed in a worn and dirt-stained gi. Alexander had named him Thing 1, and he stood in the middle of the Romper Room. With one leg straight and the other bent, he stood with his arms folded, scrutinizing the young man as he stepped back from the full-length mirror, the only thing that seemed out of place in this room. But it was a necessary thing, a portal used to gaze into the past. Alexander, however, could only see so far; nothing further back than the beginning of his training.

“You are always asking me questions,” Alexander shared, choosing his words carefully. “That seems a bit strange to me. You are, after all, in my head, Thing 1... do you not already know how I am feeling?”

“Doesn’t matter what Thing 1 knows!” Thing 2 declared, dropping down from the ceiling to land on the round table built for small children. Also resembling a younger Alexander, he was dressed in a blue and yellow horizontally-striped shirt, blue jeans, and a pair of Converse sneakers. “He already knows... wants to make sure you know. He’s not happy with you right now.”

“You’ll find that I’m pretty good at speaking up for myself, Thing 2,” Thing 1 offered, giving his cohort a slight bow of his head. “But thank you for the attempt. We should allow Alexander to reflect on the moment.”

In all the years spent with Chan, whenever he had tried to look back through the memory to the time in his life before coming to this place, the humming blackness was there to meet him. All the places and people of his history were covered; held from plain view like small fruit guarded by thick, barbed foliage. His memory was ripe to his mind but obscured, hidden behind the layers of pain and rage that often accompanied covered memories. All of it was a humming shadow to him... the beginning... the first thoughts, when the world was young and neither he nor it cared. His mind offered him the conclusion that none of it was important anymore. With all of the things he had to remember just to contend with the day; yesterday was a waste of time.

“But how can I apply what I’ve learned unless I can reflect?” he thought, his head lowered in painful frustration. His eyes locked shut as he struggled with focusing his thoughts.

– The Sound – 

In the waking world, the wind drifted in through the open window behind his left shoulder, gently caressing his light brown skin. Its entrance kissed the chimes that hung over his head. They sang in their normal tone, an ever-changing song. A pleasant sound, but it only served to sever what little hold he had on his focus. It was clear more drastic measures were necessary to attain balance.

– The Action – 

In the blink of an eye, he had moved. His body exploded, pushing up from his kneeling position to a full stance. His tightly-clenched fists throbbed, muscles tightening around his bones, becoming weapons greater than steel and stone. Then his head snapped back with the fury of a starving wolf tearing meat from bone. The veins and muscles of his neck bulged, but his mouth gave no sound. The scream could be seen in his neck and forearms as his muscles locked.

His stance forced the air from his lungs, yet he stood. His body reminded him of his open and unattended wounds, yet he stood. The pain of his back left his legs weak, and after the immediate exertion they shook at the knees, still he stood!

His hands were outstretched, grasping anchors that weren’t there. His mind railed against things he couldn’t understand, and his soul cried out to gods that didn’t exist for answers he couldn’t discover. He surged against the blackness, trying to rip away. It was just as much without form as it was without sight. As slow and as soft as the morning dew fell to a sunbaked leaf, he returned to his knees. His chin once again rested on his chest that rose and fell rapidly as he tried to fill his lungs with air.

– The Sound – 

The soft grinding of bamboo moving against stone; the door of his room. It swung open on its stone base and scraped against the strong yet smooth surface. The door possessed a solid wooden catch; its opening was not a product of the wind.

– The Scent – 

Asking the old man to change his cologne was akin to standing before the face of God after witnessing Genesis, only to shake your head and say, “Ah, not bad. You sure you want to go this way?” The rosemary was sweet, but it was overwhelmed by the old man’s immortal passion for Aqua Velva. The young man’s nostrils flared with the fragrance, mostly in disbelief. But he did not entertain the notion for long. It was not his way, nor was the old man likely to change until he did see the face of God.

“Smells like a Chan to me,” Thing 2 considered.

– The Touch – 

With the opening of the door, two lights now glowed against Alexander’s face. The strongest was the sun setting over the hills. The other came from a closer source: the fire of a lantern. Its light was full on his face, but that of the sun wasn’t. A figure moved within the sunlight. Alexander remembered the form. The memory of the man brought only more despair. He did not raise his eye to him; the light would have blinded and burned in his eye. But young Alexander could feel the air about him changing as the old man, his teacher, his friend, knelt in front of him.

– The Sound – 

Like the wind, the tones of the old man’s voice fell softly on the young form. 

“You have triumphed over numerous tests using your acquired skills, grace, patience, understanding, and control,” the old man remarked in a disgusted tone. “Gathered treasures, to be sure, Alexander. Yet for some reason you won’t use them to pierce the veil of darkness that blocks your memory?” A sturdy hand raised the young man’s chin while another directed the proper posture to the student’s back.

“If a man knows in his heart that he can do a certain feat and yet fails to do it, he must accept that either his heart has fooled him or that his approach was wrong.

“Now that you’ve attempted to force the issue,” he continued, still irritated, “... perhaps we can get started on this final lesson.”

“Why do I have to know this?” the young man asked, frustrated and entertaining futility.

“You can never define what you will be, child, unless you know what you were,” Chan answered his student. “It is only through yesterday that we’re able to measure today and hope for tomorrow.”

“But Teacher, you told me not to wish upon tomorrow.”

“Yes, I did. But does that stop hope? Does it prevent focus?”

“It kills me how you never stop questioning the man,” Thing 1 said. “All the things you’ve learned. All the things you’re able to do because of his instruction, and you still question him.”

“So, just take everything Chan says as law?!” Thing 2 questioned.

“There you go again, always to the extreme. I am not suggesting blind devotion. But there should be some measure of trust at this point. It’s been years!!!”

“Now relax yourself and focus,” the old man instructed. His student immediately felt his body give into the command of the old man’s voice. It was a welcome feeling. His tense muscles relaxed, and a cool, refreshing sensation washed over his body and every nerve within. For a moment he was floating in air, piercing the silken clouds under the power of the most sublime breeze. His shoulders lowered and his brow eased across his face.

“That’s good,” the man said softly. “Or at least better. I cannot render judgment on your Romper Room just yet. It possesses a functionality I cannot track. But let’s leave the mirror there for the moment... and simply embrace that which was. Yes, you can be assured it will be painful; I know that’s what you fear. It is that fear that prevents you. But for joy to live in this world, we must be willing to accept some pain.” His teacher’s fingertips rested on his temples and gently applied pressure. The young man’s mind turned once again to find a balance of thought, yet there was no straining in the effort. He breathed out a long, slow, steady breath that seemed to mimic the breeze of the ending day.

The warmth of the two lights – the sun and the lantern – quickly faded from his skin. As he marveled at the moment, their light began to fade as well. Darkness swept over him as he was drawn into the tide of his deepest thoughts. He was immersed within the consciousness of his own mind, and the barrier to the past was quickly broken.

In the Romper Room, Alexander was now seated at the table, an intense frown carved into his face. “This is too quick!” Alexander whispered, recalling past efforts to breach the barrier to his past. 

“Damn straight it is,” Thing 2 added, bracing himself.

Thing 1 shook his head slightly, looking down at the table. “I feel I must concur. Something’s definitely wrong here.”

Everything was so jumbled. Alexander had to bring himself to peace; it was never a simple process. Not until this moment. Still, this was too fast... it lacked a natural feel.

“Then work it,” Thing 2 directed, getting up from his chair. “What’s the explanation?!” 

Alexander leaned forward on the table, contemplating the facts. “The barrier... the humming darkness... it has always been there... for as much of an always that I can see. But it has never given... never cracked. I know it is hard to fight oneself: you never win nor lose. But this is different. It is stronger than me... separate from me. Conclusion: this is a barrier, but it may not be my barrier.”

“And already the unraveling begins,” Chan thought after hearing the three-part conversation in his student’s mind. “Are you ready for this, old man? Whether you are or not, here he comes!”
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Chapter II
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“A moment, Forasian Prince,” a voice called from those who were monitoring the memories. Chan disengaged from his ability, taking a step back and bowing at Aneke who bowed her head at the same time. Chan then turned to face the one who had spoken.

“I’m surprised it took this long,” he thought, bowing his head at Ediakabé Sarsu, Minister of the Grondmeesters.

“Yes, my Minister.”

“How recent are these observations?” 

“Less than a week old, Minister.”

“Is it safe to presume that this boy’s mind is still fragmented?”

“I would take exception with the presumption,” Chan defended.

“The poor boy is talking to himself!” Ediakabé boomed, coming from his place against the wall. With his body now in the light of the chamber, the definition of his musculature was evident, and like the best of the Runners, he was also tall and lean. “What have you done to this poor child? And, for the love of all the worlds, why?!” 

“Hmmm, alright, I’m surprised,” Chan considered. “He’s genuinely concerned with Alex.

“My Minister, before we can continue in this debate, we must first come to find whether Alexander’s Romper Room is a detriment.”

“How can it not be considered such?!”

“It is different, Brother Minister!” Taravatti K’Zonga said without lifting her teal green eyes from the floor. It was clear that the Minister of Golfmeesters was thinking things through. “Leave it to Eagle, or better yet, one of his talons, to find a new territory inside the mind. Already it seems that the student is in constant contact with his tamed and wild ambitions. And if he can counsel with them, how likely is it that he will ever be lost to them?”

“That is your interpretation, woman!” Ediakabé proclaimed.

“And we must therefore what?” she fired back, lifting her eyes to his. She could hear the slight murmur brought about by is lack of respect in addressing her, but the Mistress of the Waves had other objectives in mind. “Must we suspend my approach and engage in yours? Surely the Leader Lord of the Runners would not lessen this sacred ground with such a one-sided proposal. And, given that, we come to the wisdom that the Eagle has already asked of us: to wait until we are done receiving his recorded visions before engaging in our conclusions.

“If the beloved Mother of our people has no objection?”

Aneke allowed a smirk to register on her face. Taravatti was one of the younger Ministers, but she had demonstrated once more that her mind was a force of nature unto itself. “No objection here, my Daughter Minister. 

“Resume your presentation, my Prince.”

Chan bowed at Aneke and allowed his mind to connect with the others in the chamber, and he took them back to the trials of Alexander’s discovery.

“Focus,” the old man commanded, feeling his student’s concentration wavering.

“Yes, Teacher,” Alexander answered, jumping at the sound of the voice. 

“I felt that!” Thing 2 announced.

“It would have been difficult to miss,” Thing 1 added. “The texture of the voice has a power, a signature that resembles the barrier. It was Chan who blinded you, Alex!”

“Kill him!” Thing 2 commanded.

“And do what, you imbecile?!” Thing 1 snapped. “Take the knowledge Chan has given him and use it against him?! The man has mastered everything we kn–”

“Not Mother and Father!” Thing 2 asserted.

“No!” Alexander declared, lifting his hand to signal the end of the debate. “I will not attack my Teacher. If anyone has earned the opportunity to explain himself, it’s Chan. We will finish this exercise. If his reasons are not made clear, I will ask him why he did this to my mind. Now, let me focus.” 

The hum faded behind him, and the darkness began to gray, giving way to one point of light, then three, then ten, then countless.

“Streetlights?” he asked.

“Try stars,” his Teacher answered.

“Yes,” he whispered in elation as he looked at them with both eyes, a long forgotten sensation. “They’re beautiful.”

“Indeed. But don’t let your vision stop there. Focus!”

– The Sight – 

A black sky, clear, cool and quiet; the stars were plentiful and bright. Alexander lowered his head to see an old avenue. An urban street poorly lit by city lights in the midst of what they called the Inner City. Storefront windows surrounded him and large apartment homes stood above and behind the stores. Clothes hung from the fire escapes while rats and cats hung from the clothes, involved in their own contentions.

– The Touch – 

His hand, nine years small, held in the definition of tenderness then called Mom, Momma, Mother, or Cheryl Whithers, though he never called her by that name. She was a tall, slender, beautiful dark woman whose long, black, shiny hair rested mostly at the top of her proud and strong-willed head. Her eyes were as large as the moon and were the strong brown hue of the sun a few moments after dusk. She walked, taking long strong strides and stretching her lean, ebony legs underneath a neat, conservative skirt.

– The Sound – 

Amidst the clatter of the cats and rats, Mrs. Jones beating her kids, and Joe O’Riley complaining of the state of Po White Trash in a black man’s world, he could hear footfalls. The woman wore a strong heel, as stylish as the rest of her attire, but it sounded hard and loud against the concrete. Her legs and strides were strong. The boy’s step-sounds were softer, almost muffled; sneakers they were called. He could also hear a young boy’s voice. It was soft and innocent and flowed like a brook, endless and somehow appreciated for the babble it produced. It was his voice and, as usual, it was directed at her, the most incredible of women. As he turned his mind to follow the words, the events going around the two didn’t matter as much. It wasn’t the subject of the conversation that drew both of them to continue it, simply the company they kept.

– The Sight – 

Alexander looked at one of the storefront windows. They seemed endless! But when he looked, he saw more than Cheryl... he saw himself... twice! His form as the student of the old man and the nine-year-old boy whose body – up to that moment – he was sharing. Still, it was a memory. Chan had his rules, and softly drew the older Alexander away from the child enough to where the young man could see the boy. In a moment he went from exhilarated to sorrowful as his hand touched the left side of his face; the scarred side. The scars didn’t exist on the boy’s face.

“Oh, my word!” Thing 1 exclaimed, breaking a protocol he had never challenged before. He was, however, careful enough to keep his voice from being so loud that it would bring Alexander to the Romper Room. “Look at what he’s wearing!”

“Those are my clothes!” Thing 2 proclaimed at just above a whisper.

“Focus,” his teacher urged, and the student looked back to the mother and son.

“Momma,” young Alexander said as the young man he would become drew back his hands, trying to reach out and touch her again, but grasping nothing save the ghosts of a long forgotten past that gave no acknowledgment of his existence... sands in the winds of time.

“Be silent, my child,” the old man commanded softly. “Remember, what you see is beyond you in a past long gone. Now, relax yourself... and just observe.”

In partial disbelief of his teacher – an extremely rare occasion – his mind focused on the scene and followed the path it would take.

Cheryl looked at the child who was eager and able to keep up with her gait; her deep brown eyes, whenever they fell on him, were filled with hope, warmth, and love. Her hand was much the same to him. It was always that way. He could fold himself within it and be safe from the entire world. For anything to reach Alexander Whithers, it would first have to go through Cheryl.

– The Sound – 

“Look at this!” she said as she smiled. “Look at this boy of mine,” her soft voice echoed in the student’s mind, shaking him. The older Alexander stood still as the couple continued to walk. It touched his heart to hear her voice again, and the memory of the woman burned inside of him. 

He could hear her thoughts. Perhaps they had always been there, but now he knew what to listen for. He lowered his head and choked back immediate tears. Taking a deep, slow breath, Alexander lifted his head and looked again at the boy and his mother and a grin flashed across his face. Pondering for an instant, he nodded.

“Alexander!” Thing 1 called out to him, feeling something he recognized but knew to be uncommon in Alexander. He was about to say more when Thing 2 chuckled.

“Do it!”

– The Action – 

Defiance. Alexander had to be there, walking beside her. He couldn’t do it as a witness. His teacher had brought them to the moment, but Alexander knew he had the power to go deeper into it. He heard Chan’s voice fade as it shouted a warning which soon became incoherent. Alexander forced his mind to embrace the memory as if he were living it again... as her son.

“Open and unaddressed defiance, Eagle?!” the Vision was interrupted by a soft, deep voice and the man regretted speaking aloud the moment the link was dropped. “Oh, dear!” Obagamo huffed, smacking his hand to his forehead. My Queen, assembled Masters and Ministers, my apologies. But, Eagle, this is not the way you were trained! I would like to think you turned out alright!”

“The Council’s yet to decide, most cherished caretaker of the Scholarly Arts,” Chan smiled, acknowledging his own mentor, but I appreciate that at least before this particular endeavor... such was your perspective.

The large and somewhat portly man nodded with a frown over his eyes. “No instructor can ever truly absolve themselves of their students. Mind you, there are many examples as to why such an option should be made available to them. There are only two things a Teacher can do: teach and learn. It is clear you have done both here.”

“Should a teacher not also care?” Aneke ribbed one of the two people in the room actually older than her.

“One cannot adequately teach and learn without caring,” Obagamo was quick to respond. “Interestingly enough, all a good student can do is learn and apply. Approving of what those applications come to be is another matter. But I am surprised Eagle did not discipline his student at his indiscretion.”

“Because I didn’t see it as such,” Chan explained. “I had taken something from the boy. Yes, I had my reasons for my actions, but the memories I had taken from him were his. I didn’t see his actions as defiant.”

“Another matter for our future debate,” Aneke concluded. “Continue.” 

Chan could feel Aneke assisting him with returning to his Vision and it wasn’t long before they were back inside Alexander’s mind as he had returned to Chicago... and his mother.

– The Sound – 

Cheryl’s voice. Simple and clear. The sweetest birdsong couldn’t hope to mock its touch. It echoed in his ears, resounding in his heart.

“So, Al, what do you think?” she asked with a smile as she looked at him. “How was the circus?”

– The Sound. The Touch – 

To hear his voice of that age again. To feel it. Though awed by it, Alexander also questioned it. Had it changed so much in so short a time?

“I really loved the high wywa acket-”

“High wire, wire act,” she corrected.

“I really loved the high... wy... er... act.”

“Much better,” Cheryl acknowledged as she looked down the street. “What else?”

“And the clowns, and the pwetty lady riding the horses and–”

“You think that skinny white lady was pretty?” she asked with a glare in her eye. Alexander was too young then to know she was testing him. She always was, making sure her son was without as many points of ignorance as she could find to put down.

“Yes, Momma,” he answered very softly; afraid he had crossed another one of those invisible lines. “But not as pretty as you.” 

Cheryl laughed. Her head tilted back, drawing her long black hair back over her shoulder. She looked up at the sky, shaking her head, the smile somehow brighter across her face.

“Boy, you are definitely your father’s son... little charmer.”

He smiled in relief that he had somehow evaded the worst punishment she had never given him. But his mind locked on the subject, and the bank of Hows and Whys and Whos opened as his mouth engaged at near the speed of thought. “Momma, in school, some of the kids say it’s wrong to like white people because of what they did to the slaves and how they’re still ah-ah... omessing blacks.”

“Do you mean to say oppressing?” she asked.

“Yes, Momma,” Alexander answered quickly, always ready to absorb some new piece of knowledge. “...how they’re oppressing us.

“But Momma, that doesn’t stop that lady from being pwetty, does it?” As Alexander heard the words, the young man felt their weight and their source. Pain shot through him. That innocence! That God-given blessing that allowed him so much understanding even then. The ability to be mad enough to declare war yet give a cease-fire at the utterance of an ‘I’m sorry’, reply with an ‘Okay. Let’s play Ninja Turtles’, and simply forget the matter as if it had never happened. The current perspective looked at the former perspective and decided it was the color purple, invoking the instructions offered by Alice Walker.

“Yes, Alexander,” Thing 1 sighed, “children are indeed beautiful!”

Cheryl stopped and knelt in front of her son, his shoulders in her hands. She looked deeply in his eyes of youth and innocence and stroked his cheek in a smooth, easy touch. But the boy was more concerned with his question than the sensation of love passed to him at that moment.

Alexander was ready to chastise his younger self for not hugging her then, but it was too late. Everything playing out before him was just a memory... nothing he could change.

“You listen to me, Alex,” she said in a soft, stern tone. “...white, black, red, yellow, green, purple, or whatever God decides to put on this planet. Son, they can all be beautiful! It isn’t the hide that makes the beast,” she said, giving a slight pinch and pull of his jacket. “It’s the heart within, baby.

“Was it the skin of the lady that made you clap for the way she rode those horses? Was it the paleness of that man’s skin that made you gasp when that idiot jumped from one tightrope to another? No, it wasn’t.

“You get caught up in the face of things, you’ll miss the soul of it, baby. 

“You were right to call the lady pretty. Because you don’t know her. Pretty is the face and beauty is the heart. Turning the eye is something you have to think about. Beauty will make you want to look longer.”

“Yes, Momma,” he answered, as always. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Alex.” She stood up with a slight smile and took her son’s hand as they resumed walking. “So, what else did you like?” she asked, her vision once again fixed on the street.

“The lions, and the zebras, and the tigers, and the elephants, a–”

“Whoa!” she exclaimed. “Why don’t you just say that you enjoyed the circus?”

“But I didn’t,” Alexander replied. In the midst of the memory, older Alexander felt embarrassed. “I didn’t like escortin’ Cynthia Johnston.”

“Oh?”

“Next qwarter I’m gonna make a ‘B’. I don’t like the ‘reward for a promessive education’,” he mocked his principal with a sigh. Cheryl laughed too hard to correct her son, and they continued their laughter as they made their way down the avenue. Home was another block away. 

“One block,” Alexander remembered as he found himself looking through the eyes of his younger self. Cheryl stopped. Why? She turned. She looked back over the trek they had already covered. A moment passed and she began to walk again.

“You know, Alex,” she said, looking at her watch. “Your father is going to be home in about thirty-one hours.”

“Yay!” the boy yelled, throwing his arms up in the air. “Daddy’s gonna be home! Give me a ‘D’! Give me–” he stopped as he looked up at his mother who was looking back in the direction they came from.
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Chapter III
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– The Sound – 

A sudden and piercing roar. Or perhaps it was a scream. 

No, it was both. It was an animal he had heard before, but this sound carried with it a haunting memory.

Of the four present, three heard it. Cheryl looked back, seeking the source, as did the older Alexander. Chan closed his eyes as his head lowered, and his student felt sorrow coming from the man. The older Alexander was confused by the invisible thing that had taken hold of his stomach, twisting it, making him suddenly shiver. Before he could mount an investigation of the moment, the young Alexander was pulled to walk faster. Still deep in the throes of reminiscing about the circus, he missed the sharpness of the tugging.

“How does she hear it?” Thing 2 asked. “She’s not trained in such things.”

“Her life has been her dojo, Brother,” Thing 1 answered, sounding as sorrowful as Chan looked. “Her love has trained her senses. Some would call it motherhood, but it is a technique born out of any love expressed to another; wanting them to be safe and happy. Once the commitment is made, the class begins. This woman is a master!”

The animal roared again, and this time young Alexander heard it too. Young arms clung to her arm, for only she could stop the world. Only Cheryl could bring the courage to destroy the distress compounding at the core of his body. But in his yearning to find a resolve against the fear, he wrapped his arms around a woman dealing with her own fright. Cheryl gasped as she began to run. 

– The Sight – 

The beast made its appearance. Following behind a pair of glowing eyes, a shiny, blood-red beast, mounted atop four black hooves – with centers of chrome – announced its arrival. Its hooves worked against the surface of the street, pushing its bulk through the city. 

The red beast was chased by another glowing-eyed creature. Though they both ran on four legs, they were clearly different species. The blue and white beast wore a crown of eyes flashing in red and blue.

– The Sound – 

In concert with his running cadence, the second creature wailed a high-pitched cry into the night, announcing its presence to all the other animals of this concrete jungle. The preying beast also spat thunderous fire from its side, the jungle crying out from each strike that failed to reach the red beast.

– The Sight – 

The rear hoof of the first beast... it was struck by the thunderous flame and its gait was spoiled. The red beast ran with the speed of a raging storm but with only three hooves, it held the same measure of control.

“No,” Cheryl whispered. Older Alexander heard her, but the child he was that night couldn’t. He simply watched as the red beast struck a metal thing he knew to be sturdy and strong. The red beast’s girth was stronger. Dust by any other name would have had the same effect, and a column of water spat up behind the stumbling red monster.

The older Alexander looked at Cheryl as she looked at her child. She lifted him up with the effort a woman might lift a small pan of bread. He remembered how she had said he had grown too heavy for lifting, but this was not the time for such discussions... both Alexanders knew that.

“No, not my baby,” she thought as she ran, hopping on either foot long enough to kick her heels off of her feet. The older Alexander screamed, trying to reach her, touch her... lend some aid to her effort. But his teacher was too correct... this was simply a memory, and he was powerless. He heard her thoughts and there was no mentioning of her own well-being. She was moving to protect her son, nothing more.

“I love you, Alex!” she screamed, running down the street and looking back every other step.

“I love you, Mommy!” he struggled to say, jostled by the way he was being shifted.

“Oh my God!” she whispered, a tear falling from her eye. Her face twisted from one of desperate fear to passionate hope. She shifted her grip on her son’s body, hurling him to the side. 

Cheryl Georgia Brown-Whithers ran track in high school and college... the 100-Meter Dash. Coming in .052 seconds too slow to be an Olympic sprinter, she still ran every week, and aside from her Olympic tryouts, Cheryl was unaccustomed to losing. 

She screamed. The way he was thrown, Alexander couldn’t see her, but he heard her scream. A cry of fury of a fate inescapable. Cheryl was losing the only race that really counted.

Sight and Sound were thrown together, and even his tempered mind was lost just as it had been when he was a child. Confusion and fear took the place of balance and wisdom.

“NOOOO!” he screamed against the unyielding Darkness and Silence. They brought him no comfort now.

Stillness.

– The Sight – 

A pair of hands... followed by two more. Blue, no, gloved... they reached into the storefront window between the security fencing and the shattered glass, taking hold of a child’s body, his body, but the child couldn’t see them. They took hold of something that was under him and lifted him up and out.

“I don’t think anything’s broken, Bill,” a voice said, “but we better play it safe.”

“His name isn’t Bill!”
“What did you say?” Alexander asked, feeling the Romper Room move suddenly to a position of anxiety.

“Wasn’t me,” Thing 2 claimed, looking around. 

“That wasn’t either of us,” Thing 1 certified as his frowning countenance looked around.

“Then who–”

“Alex, you’re missing it!” Thing 2 exclaimed, pointing at the full-length mirror.

The child was pulled from a storefront window; bits of glass fell from his clothing and skin, and suddenly the wind was chilling on his body: the places that were wet with his blood. His arms, legs, chest, and face... his scarred face... they were all cooled in the breeze.

The slender bed they put him down on moved. Alexander could feel pieces of it locking and unlocking underneath him. Each sent a shudder through his body. Each shake of his body reminded him he should be in pain. But he didn’t cry. There were too many driving inquiries for emotion to find room in his mind. As the bed came to stop and made hard contact with the sidewalk, Alexander moaned. He could hear a soft voice apologize, but he didn’t look to find the face of it. 

The child could feel his clothes being pulled at and then the subtle rip of fabric as he grew even colder. Older Alexander looked down at his young body to see the gloved hands opening his jacket and taking scissors to his clothes.

“Alex!” Thing 1 gasped. “Do you see it?!”

“I see it,” Alexander whispered, looking at the blue and yellow stripes of the shirt his young body wore. The same shirt Thing 2 wore... the same pants... and the same shoes. “What does it mean?” 

“Given that it appears that Thing 2’s clothes are changing, I’m not sure. But I believe it marks a signpost... a threshold of some sort.”

“Some sort?! Meaning you don’t know?!”

“Forgive me for the deflection, Alex, but if you don’t know, how can I know? I just wanted to make sure you didn’t miss it.”

“Should we wait to get him to the bus?” the second blue-handed man asked. His voice was filled with compassion, awe, and a tinge of fear.

“You get a gurney and bring it closer,” a much calmer man answered. “I wanna check him for any more serious wounds.”

Alexander’s skin was visible now due to the absence of his shirt and jacket. He glistened in the moonlight, although he didn’t sweat. He looked up at the full moon, the eye of the night sky.

“You’re going to be fine, Little Warrior,” the voice said in a hushed tone. The older Alexander paid the dark brown-skinned man as little attention as the child had.

– The Sight – 

It was half of what it should’ve been, and all Alexander had had since that night... before the coming of the beasts. He was just like the day now, whether sun or moon was up, he too had only one eye, the left eye in the permanent embrace of Darkness. The other looked upon the beast. It was half into the building on the side of the street he and his mother had been walking.

– The Sound – 

A scream! It came from him, for even as a child he was privy to the knowledge that Darkness and Silence may bestow.

He didn’t scream for the dead red beast, or for the three men in handcuffs. While one bled from a shoulder wound, another looked at him with false sorrow and smiled, “Whoops, sorry kid.” 

Alexander screamed because he could see her. His pain was for the woman. The woman who only moments before had worn the title of Mom, Momma, Mother, or Cheryl Whithers. Now she was a victim. She lay across the hood of the car. Her body was still. In the deepest of sleep, Alexander had seen more movement. Her eyes were open, but he knew she couldn’t see anything. Darkness had taken her vision. Her mouth was open, but Silence kept her voice from him.

“Call the meat wagon for this one, Tommy,” one of the cops said as a white sheet covered her. “I don’t think your Rookie’s up to it.”

The pain! It tore through him from all directions; a burning fire that would not be cooled. Amidst the confusion was fury, and within that acrimony was hate! His mother had been killed, taken from him in a brief moment of ignorance, confusion, greed, incompetence, and evil.

His eye opened, but he was still blinded. He fought against tears that had already won the battle. His body folded and then exploded as his fists and feet struck out in all directions. His arm was halfway through the wall of his room when a sharp hand-thrust from his teacher struck his back, bringing his nervous system to a brief halt, and his body fell to the floor.

“Why did you do this?!” Alexander cried. “Why would you show me that?! Why let me see her, remember her, and then make me relive how she died?!” His body locked for a moment, and his nervous system was re-engaged. He stood up and faced the old man. His foot lifted from the floor and flew for his teacher’s face. A chopping hand nearly shattered his ankle while diverting the blow.

“Do not ask questions when you already know the answers. Unless you are trying to make a point, it is disrespectful and rude... not to mention a ghastly waste of time.” Despite his teacher’s rich English accent, his words rang full of ancient wisdom, and Alexander fell to the floor weeping.

“Would you rather have never known of such beauty?!” the old man snapped. “Or her love?! I most certainly hope not!

“But I understand your pain, Alex. I will give you a moment to recover from it and your reaction.” The old man sat on his heels and began to meditate. “You have three minutes... an eternity, if they are applied correctly.”

“Three minutes?!” Alexander cried out in the Romper Room, swinging the green wiffle bat. 

“Kill him!” Thing 2 demanded. He had grown tired of the old man’s voice and he wanted to put it to a permanent stop.

“Still not a good idea,” Thing 1 said calmly. “Or has the pain in the ankle stopped registering to the two of you? He’s still your teacher, Alex. Still a Master. And in all your years of training and sparring, you’ve yet to touch him. Launching into some rage-driven assault only diminishes your talent.

“Besides, you know time passes differently when the three of us are talking.”

“You’re right, T-1,” Alexander sighed, placing the plastic bat back into the Toy Box. “One of these days, I’m going to be conscious of when I grab that thing.

“And yes, I do remember how we move faster than normal time,” Alexander said, walking over to the center of the play area. He sat with his legs crossed and breathed and closed his eyes. “It is a good thing we can do that. I am going to need an extra moment after Cheryl... Mom.” Alexander took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Concentrate, Alexander!”

“Concentrate, Alex,” Chan thought, watching as his student’s fretted brow slowly relaxed. The next thing to be assigned a rhythm was Alexander’s breathing. “Do not allow a single moment to pull your focus. You risk missing the realization of your mother altogether. Remember instead her love!” 

A proud smile formed across the man’s face, watching an ease come over his enraged student. Seventy seconds into his one hundred eighty, the tears stopped falling and he was breathing in through his nose, out through his mouth.

– The Action – 

Alexander could feel the energy he had gathered to fuel his tantrum. It was still there, and so was much of his intent. But his mind was in a different place now, having assumed a different perspective. He decided to use that energy to power his effort to find balance and inner peace. With fifty seconds to spare, the old man’s student was ready to continue his memory-quest. 

The old man did not speak; he did not hesitate. He took his student back into his buried memories. This time Alexander would listen and maintain his distance.

– The Sight – 

Black. Everyone wore black. Such a show of Darkness at the height of a very sunny day. It was a funeral. The casket held the body, but Alexander held the heart and spirit. She would always be with him, teaching him, protecting and loving him.

His hand was still held, though. It was within the folds of his father’s, Guy Alexander Whithers. But with a different hold came a different sensation: admiration. Guy was a statue of a man. Without even speaking he commanded respect, most of which came from his solid frame. Guy, despite the soft brown of his eyes, was the kind of man who could stop a tank with his glare, and he stood tall in his formal United States Navy uniform. Standing next to the man made young Alexander feel safe... as safe as he could feel, given the occasion.

The sense of loss was thick in the air, and Alexander could feel Chan’s eyes – and concern – bearing down on his body, and he smiled at the similarity of the secure feeling.

“I am alright, Teacher,” he said softly.

As the people spoke of and over her, Alexander made a vow: no one else would be forced to make the sacrifice Cheryl had made for him, and he would be the son worthy of the action, the price she had paid to keep him alive.

“Here lies Cheryl Whithers,” Alexander had said, reading her tombstone, “May the love she brought to this world find her the same, tenfold, in the next.

“It can’t, Daddy,” he had said to his father who, brought out of his own woe, was confused by what he had heard. “You can’t measure that much love?” The next instant Alexander was lifted from the ground in a firm embrace as his father’s tears tore through all restraint. Alexander looked down on the grave. She lay there, six feet deep into the womb of the Earth, held in the embrace of Darkness, and Silence.
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Chapter IV
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– The Sight – 

Moving through the shadows of Cheryl’s funeral, Alexander came to another memory. 

Another street. A different day in a different city and country. The streets though, they were the same. The make-up of them was different than the ones in Detroit, Chicago, San Francisco, and New York City. It was not American know-how that had made the road; which was fitting, as he was no longer in the United States. The name of the small town escaped him, but Alexander knew it wasn’t important. The name of the classified Naval Installation was also not within mental reach. A detail unassisted by the fact that it was hardly a base at all, just a few warehouses, training fields and an airstrip. The terms overseas and the orient were all he could recall.

“I wonder if after all of this I’m going to understand the true meaning of Christmas,” Alexander thought.

“Focus!” Chan demanded.

Yes, it was the same make-up of a scene, but it came with a different feeling, a different culture. Alexander was made to understand a new fashion of discrimination: the hatred of a human being due to their nation of birth. He was a double minority here. The white children of naval officers didn’t care for him, and the children outside of the base would kill him just for pleasure. But, in the end of it all, the child really didn’t care. He spent most of his time with his father. There were changes he had to make to himself.

At first, Guy was able to deny his son what he considered to be a ridiculous request. But, after several discussions – and the statement of his son’s reasons – Guy knew he could not refuse his child. He knew Alexander felt responsible for Cheryl’s death, and he knew it was going to take some time to change that perspective. Regardless, it was clear to the man that anyone that obsessed with an idea or notion was best trained under strict supervision. Without guidance, Guy knew his son would turn to whatever resource he could find to learn all the wrong things and wind up in the company of Cheryl before too long. 

And so... the training began.

Long distance running and swimming, wind-sprinting, light weightlifting, an in-depth study of boxing, and a near committal of life to the martial arts. Guy could not believe his son’s reception to the regimen, and it was not long before he added gymnastics to the curriculum. Although Guy had received what was considered well-above-par training, he knew his son would surpass his skill before he reached adulthood. 

“Perhaps you should meet Chan,” he said after a long, tiring workout.

“Who’s Chan, Daddy?”

“The man who taught me martial arts. He’s good... ooohhhh, he’s real good.”

“Sir, when are you going to tell me you’re a SEAL officer?” Alexander said in blunt innocence that nearly drove Guy to his knees. “Harvey Pottersmith stole his father’s personnel files and your name and picture was on the roster as a–”

“Deputy Director of Field Operations. Call sign: Manta,” Guy finished. “I was hoping a time would come fo–”

“‘You can’t expect time to make a way for you,’ Dad,” Alexander parroted an old lesson. “...‘a man has got to know how to make things happen for himself’, right?”

“Ahh, yeah, right, son. Listen I –”

“It’s okay, I forgive you,” he said with a smile on his face. “I just hope you can forgive yourself.”

“Oh you do, huh?” Guy said as he lunged for his son, sweeping him off his feet and high into the air. “How’d you like to be our first strike in the Far East?”

“With your aim, I’ll wind up in Texas!” he answered, laughing. He locked his legs around his father’s neck and swung out with his hands while Guy spun around. The naval officer was amazed at his son’s trust. Alexander wasn’t dangerous to himself, but he was more than trusting when it came to his father. If Guy asked Alexander to do some physical feat, Alexander complied without hesitation. He didn’t always succeed, but he didn’t fail because he was afraid.

“It’s a good thing you brought this up, Alex,” Guy said, finally slowing down and placing Alexander back on the ground.

“I know,” he answered his father, “You have a mission coming up in about thirty-six hours. Something about the penetration of a terrorist occupied zone.”

“Do you know what that means?”

“It means that you’re going to try and find hostages or prisoners and free them while taking out the base.”

“Who taught you all this?”

“Would you believe you talk in your sleep?” Alexander shrugged.

“Alex!”

“Commander Pottersmith’s son is pretty good at this stuff.”

“He also has a very big mouth!”

“Not to mention a captive audience,” Alexander added, smiling again. It was a disarming grin.

“He gets that from Cheryl,” Guy thought as he laughed. It took a different path than hers, but it had found the open avenue to his heart and pulled the string labeled “Oh, just sigh and let it go.”

“Indeed!” Guy chuckled as he stood up and let the veils fall from around him. He said very little after the conversation. He was in Prep Mode, and he would be until he departed for his mission. 

“Dear God!” older Alexander whispered. He looked at the boy he was as young Alexander looked at his father and walked with him.

“Yes,” his teacher added. “Even then Vision was yours.”

Five strides. In five strides he went from loving father and widower to one of the most focused patriots of his time. Being a Deputy Director brought with it the rank of Lieutenant Commander and a team of six highly-trained individuals under him. They sent in the SEALs when they needed to send in an army but wanted to avoid notice or any possible blame. The base was a staging point, nothing more. There was no telling where on the planet Guy would be going, but it was assured there were no easy tasks for the Special Forces division of the United States Navy. 

In five strides, Alexander lost his father. In five strides there would be no more piggyback rides or late-night tickle raids. Alexander wouldn’t ask for one; he would do nothing to distract his father, if only because he wanted him back. For Guy, there was a need for distance. That was easily given because for Alexander, the sun always set, and the night was his to explore.

– The Sight – 

A spot on the Physical Training, or PT, field. A spot he could find with his eye closed for all the time he spent there. It was dark. It was always dark. At an age when most children fled to the light, Alexander sought the Darkness of the night and the Silence of solitude. He didn’t mind the Darkness. It was the time the boy was reminded of Cheryl, and that was enough. 

The moon was set high in the sky like an ever-present sister giving her earth-bound brother as much light as she could provide. He was thankful for her gift, and walked whenever the moon was bright.

He walked only at night, gaining the admiration and envy of those around him. The base guards and friends of Commander Whithers called the boy Nightwalker – even going so far as to have a T-shirt made with the name written across the chest and back – while those that could have been Alexander’s friends called him less complimentary pseudonyms. The child made brief and polite replies to all parties, but seldom engaged beyond what was considered mandatory or mannerly. He was twice subjected to psychological evaluations and twice frustrated the interviewing physician. Only to Guy did it seem that Alexander acted as a child, so he did little to interfere – wary of the resolve the boy would take should he be denied one of his very few freedoms. 

The mission came and went like the breeze. Three days and Guy returned home without a scratch... but one of his men had been hurt badly. Alexander was there when the helicopter landed. It was Bruno Dancer. His last name served equally well as his call sign. He was an excellent marksman and the sniper for the team, second only to Sophia Mitchell (call sign Spears) who held her position with religious conviction. Alexander had seen her shoot a circular target with a 5-inch radius that had been pasted to the back of a Toyota Pick-up truck doing about seventy miles per hour across the range at a distance of 200 meters. That was with a lever action rifle her grandfather had given the woman after her divorce.

But Dancer was the one who was hurt, and it was clear he was in tremendous pain. 

“I’m out, Manta,” he said as they carried him to the base hospital. “And it’s not what they did to us, Daddy-Man. Sick as it sounds, I’ve gotten used to it. But what they did to those people... I’m OUT!!!!”

Guy stepped off the transport and did his normal head-nod acknowledgement to his team as they all headed to the bunker for their debriefing - an arduous process that could take anywhere from six hours to six days, and even that wasn’t considered extreme. 

Alexander lay in the grass just off the field. It was night, and he had been walking, but the Silence had been broken by the roar of the engine and the swipe of the large blades against the wind. Spears walked by; she missed the fact he was there. Even Monkey, a short-tempered Irish-American with a stirring gift for explosives and sewer tunnels, walked by without noticing. Petite was too busy finishing up her reports. Her specialty was Field Operations, but her skills in computers and communications rivaled her best and most quiet kills. Thunder was the largest of the fire team and a master of heavy weapons and ordinance which was outside the area of normal SEAL operations, but he was also a master with edged weapons and was unbelievably quick and quiet for a six-foot, six-inch man. He hopped off the helicopter and wiped his eyes clear of tears, a gesture which shocked Alexander. 

“What could make that guy cry?” Alexander wondered. 

Thunder’s crying stopped as he looked at Manta who gave him a nod and a slap to the back, ushering him toward the debriefing area.

If Manta was first off the helicopter, Tiger Shark was last. Alexander imagined his father had found himself in front of a magic mirror with fading powers. It was there that Roland Gibson had been created; looking and moving like a twin of Guy Whithers, matching him stride for stride, save for the color of his skin. Jerking his head to move his blonde hair out of his face, he walked up to Guy and looked at Dancer.

“Think he means it this time?” he asked after a snorted laugh.

“Nothing to laugh at, TS,” Guy returned. “And yes, I think the music stopped playing for Dancer this go-around.” Guy lifted his hand to prevent his subordinate from saying anything. He had heard the disgust in his own voice and really didn’t care to discuss it any further. Not at the moment.

He took one step... and then Manta zeroed Alexander with at least thirty meters to spare. It was the first time Guy had broken with the tradition he had set for himself. His eyes picked up movement; close, quiet, and unnerving in both categories. It was too late for a base patrol, and too good for anyone else on the base. He was either looking at his own teaching or his death. He saw the one good eye and the one covered and smiled, giving a sigh of relief and a finger salute without raising his hand to his head.

Alexander smiled. Daddy was home. Soon the lessons would resume; he would breathe again. 

With every lesson, Alexander found way to dedicate more of himself to the mastery of the lessons. By the time Guy reached the studies of archery and marksmanship, he thought it would be refreshing for Alexander to train with some of the other base children. In transit to and from the firing ranges, Alexander was the perfect picture of a happy child; full of smiles, childish antics, and laughter. But once the training started, his son was as intense as a New York Stockbroker in the middle of a billion-dollar trade. Alexander was all-business, performing at a level that rivaled many of the Special Forces personnel on the base. Here he was a kid, who wasn’t acting like a kid. Whatever moments of awe the other children showed while at the range, they only served to distance Alexander from them. Guy’s good intention only alienated his son further.

– The Sight – 

Again, his vision shifted as if his memory had a fast forward feature attached to it. Unlike the last occasion, Alexander had no trouble maintaining his focus.

He stood in the middle of the small warehouse his father had turned into their dojo. Young Alexander was dressed in his gi, practicing his katas. He looked to be somewhat older, but
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