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Teresa Kuhl would like to dedicate this book to Pete Kowalchick, and to thank him for being an unfailingly cheerful retired Navy Man...who supported her writing, from giving her one of his spare legal pads, when he saw her writing, to cheering loudly when he could.

On that note, Vendla Bramble would like to dedicate this book to two people who were very important in her life.  Byron Doyle Swafford, always with a knowing little smile on his face and something generally smart-assed to say... however he was still a supportive dear friend who believed in her.  She had to continue him by bringing him back to life in an unusual, and in what he would have called an unorthodox manner.  And to her beloved Uncle Mack...who never stopped believing in her.  

SPECIAL NOTE 

The idea for this crossover book started way back when co-author Vendla Bramble got to talking with the other author – Teresa Kuhl, which resulted in Book 5 of Vendla’s Blood Hunt series having a major plot twist, which, in turn, resulted in Teresa’s characters also having a major plot twist for her book series.  Now we happily continue that plot twist with this book, well...actually...we turned it into a series of 5 books simply because of all the pages required to tell the full story.  

Book 2 picks up with Kikimo reading a very special letter from her dead parents.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Quite honestly, we have Isaac Asimov to thank for quite a few of the ideas we ran with in this book and, of course, Robert Heinlein.  If they were both still alive, we think they would have loved how we put a unique twist to it all. 
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CHAPTER 1
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Peering into the locket, which had been found in the trunk hidden in a very special room,  Kai wondered out loud if the tiny roll of paper had writing on it...although it was terribly small.

“Open the paper,” she urged Kikimo ” we have everything under control for the moment.  See what it is!”

Well, the excitement did seem to be settled for the moment. Kikimo removed the teeny, folded paper and opened it. It threatened to crackle a bit with age but held together.

To our unborn baby:

We didn’t intend to bring you into such a harsh world, Little One. We intended to be among the sakura of Japan or perhaps the highlands of Ireland and Scotland. War struck and trapped us here, so we did the best we could to prepare for you. We left a stash of cash at an abandoned Days Inn a short way south of Toronto in case we got a chance to show you our homes.

Little One, you are a child of heroes and legends. Never forget that. We love you.

Kikimo lightly stroked the paper. “I haven’t found that stash yet. I guess I had better start looking.”

“You are the stuff of heroes and legends,” Kai affirmed “remember who you are descended from through your great great grandmother and great great grandfather...plus you have the Irish heroes in your veins as well.”

Wrapping his great arms around his smaller cousin, Samir smiled down at Kikimo in his arms and nodded while giving her a hug.  “We’ll help you find that stash, little cousin.  Remember...we have the ultimate weapon in hide and seek.... ferrets.  And advanced nanites.  I’m willing to bet they could find every nook and cranny in that building.

Samir was right, Kikimo realized. And they could probably find it faster than she could if she hadn’t turned anything up after all the time she spent there.

Turning around Kai clapped her hands to get the soldiers attention.  “All right, everyone gather up the files, computers and other machinery...we’re taking it all back to the Inn for examination.  The furniture.... well, it’s museum quality so it should be at the manor.  I want the people who worked housekeeping to stay there rather than whatever hovels they were trying to live in.  It seems only fitting they be given a more comfortable place.  Those statues...I dunno they seem familiar, but I can’t quite figure out why.  Wish we had a portable scanner to check them over.”

“What about the prisoners down in the dungeon?”  Cadwell gently reminded her, then smiled at the frown in her eyes.

“We can leave them there for a while.  When the former staff is stronger, they can supervise the miscreants cleaning up the bizarre bio mess in that side room.  Somebody will need to remember to go down and feed them occasionally.  Oh, and Trevor would you ask the Gremlins to deal with the remains in the warehouse, in the warehouse yard and out in the woods?  Might as well not have a biohazard on our hand when they decompose.”

Blackmoon nodded. “The prisoners can do without a meal or two. It might even be good for them.” In his opinion, most were far too chubby for their own good.

Commander Lee strode out of the hidden room calling for his Night Riders to stand down and move to stand by in the parking garage.  Captain Morgan did the same for his Williams Platoon...he knew soon they would be going home, and that Blackmoon could have his men take over the various places needing some guards on hand.  Hearing the commander doing recall, Kai smiled and rallied her away team to also stand by.

Trevor might have chortled softly, then more loudly when he saw the evil glee in Kikimo’s eyes. “The Gremlins probably beat us to it, Commander Lee. They did at a certain campsite!”

Darknight and the white female chose then to remind Commander Lee of their presence: They could supervise the clean-up crew quite well! Anyone trying to sneak off or otherwise disobey orders would find a few convenient chunks missing.

—————————————————————————————-—
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“Warehouse secured; no quarter given to the combatants...other than a certain young man who has been vouched for. There is a lot of unusual equipment in here though. Oh, and we found the HAM radio...we have disabled it, no signals going out or in.  However, it was on when we got in here, so something may have been transmitted on an emergency frequency.”

“Tower still secured.”

“No combatants came out the hidden door behind the tower, but we’re still watching.”

“Tangos down.” (targets taken)

Nodding to the remarks, Captain Antes turned to regard the others in the hidden room.

“All secured,” he reported. “Marines in the warehouse are reporting no quarter given, and they are examining unusual equipment. They also report they found the HAM radio which had been transmitting perhaps an emergency signal, but it has now been disabled.  Tower is firmly secured, and tangos who fled are down.  A young soldier has been put in protective custody; the Vikings indicate he may have important information.”

The dire wolf had no opinions on the matter, other than thinking he should meet this young soldier.

Nurse Craddock spoke up, confirming the medical conditions of the people brought to her for safety.  Including the fact, they were malnourished and indicated concern for the children they had kept hidden from sight.  

————————————————————-
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The huge animal gave the poor scrawny patients a sharp look. They might have had menial positions, but they had more courage and honor than most humans. He understood about protecting cubs. He got behind the janitor and started head-butting the man toward the kitchen: They needed more food, now that their stomachs were a little more used to having something to digest.

“Okay okay,” the man laughed, reaching back to pat the giant wolf’s head “I’m going I’m going.  I must admit my stomach is now paying attention and is demanding real food...not that gruel we had to subsist on...and what little game we could poach.”

Pausing in shock at the expanse, and outright decadence, of the massive kitchen the janitor slowly shook his head and had to choke back some tears.  All this food while people were starving...he was glad that the bastards were dead!  A few of Blackmoon’s men were working the kitchen; they had discovered they far preferred cooking than being soldiers and...well...soldiers had to eat did they not?  Noting the ragged, thin man next to what they now knew was a dire wolf, they nodded and gestured for the man to sit.

“I take it everyone is ready for a real meal now?  Sit sit.... you can eat then help us wheel the food carts to the infirmary.  I think Swafford made enough leftovers to feed an entire army.  Now...let’s start you off slow with a grilled cheese sandwich, see how that sits first.  We’re working on a menu for tonight’s meal because we know for certain they will have worked up an appetite clearing out the rebels in that warehouse.  Here you go...grilled cheese sandwich and a glass of chocolate milk.  Now let’s see what we have stocked in the warming bins for our invalids.”

The huge wolf sat down guarding the janitor while the man ate- carefully. While his stomach was starting to ‘wake up’, it was still delicate. He would have to take it slow and carefully for a while. Like the nurse said, he would have to take small servings. “Ramius sometimes um- accidentally- forgot crates of food so the rest of us could split it up.”

The cooks laughed. They knew what the janitor really meant.

Soon there was a very nourishing, but light on the still delicate stomachs, feast set up on the rolling carts and the cooks nodded for the janitor to follow them back to the infirmary.  While he might be mobile, he was still a patient and needed to be cared for.

Nurse Craddock was absolutely delighted at the sight of the trays of food being taken out of the warming carts.  Light foods for those who were on the brink of malnourishment were in the carts. Macaroni & cheese with grated cheese, creamy tomato soup, buttered rolls, jacket potatoes with butter, poached eggs, and poached fish.  There was also weak tea with milk. For those who could handle something a bit stronger, there was cottage cheese with pineapple and a few other viands.

This was a far cry from subsisting on whatever scraps the workers could get after they fed the children. The littlest ones never knew what their parents went through to bring bare necessities.

Big Al decided to join the crew serving the servants. He promised he would get to work making new things for the wee ones once they filled out. He guessed- rightly- that the clothes they had were worn out, though the parents did their level best to keep them clean and in good repair.

“The children and other family members should be found and brought here,” Nurse Craddock tsked  “they may need medical attention as well, and some good food in their bellies!”

Big All agreed. The thunder in his eyes at such treatment of hard-working people and their children was down-right scary. “We have medics in the units that can help. And food will not be a problem: The manor was well-stocked. Maybe there are transports in the hangars or garages that can help bring the families here.”

It turned out that there were more than enough transport vehicles to retrieve the families ...that is after Faust examined all of them to ensure they were safe to use.  Satisfied that the families would be well cared for, Kai wearily announced they had to head back to the Inn.... there was a lot of information to sift through.  She was especially interested in the folders which had been hidden in the trunk for her and Kikimo.  So, the Czar had made plans, had he?  Well now, he was going to be in for a big surprise!
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The day had been busy, even if Kikimo didn’t get to use her boom-toys like she wanted to. Not only were several objectives accomplished far more quickly than she originally anticipated, but she also got several messages that explained a few things she didn’t understand before, from the recording from her old mentor to the gifts and letter from her parents. From the tone of that letter, it was probably written shortly before she was born. That could only mean that her parents already knew they were in trouble. She scowled while thinking about that: In her opinion, she let the two Montoyas off far too easily. Not that she had much choice at the time. When they got back to her Days Inn, she trotted into the kitchen and set up the biggest pot of coffee she could find: It was going to be a long night.

Trevor commandeered the dining table and spread files out for everyone to examine that wished to. He simply grabbed the top one. He let out a low whistle when he read the first few lines. “This had been in the works since before you and I were born, Kikimo! Our ‘friend’ the Czar set up a multi-stage plan to conquer the world. Only you, Kai, and Samir managed to short-circuit a rather important part by burning that weapon cache and introducing the nanites. That was the other reason Khan’s boy was there.”

Reading the next file, caused the pulse in Kai’s jaw to throb...which worried Samir a great deal.  It meant her temper was right on the edge, and it spelled trouble for someone.  “First task he has outlined is killing all the Millennium Bloods, then going after the Bloods...getting someone on the inside of the FAC and the Thaumatic Institutes to undermine authority and discredit them.  After they fell, he was going to attack the Free America Military from the edges and lead a renewed Socialist revolt to overturn the borders.  He figured destroying Washington, even though it was Socialist territory, would undermine the Free America morale.  From there....”

Turning the pages, she shook her head. “It’s just a bunch of insane rambling.  Might be more in the next files.”

“Rambling?” Trevor asked as he flipped a page. “I do know Damian wasn’t exactly all there- and toward the end, Francios wasn’t either. The elder Montoya was ambitious and didn’t always act with a conscience, but he was quite sane.”

“And that list of Millennial Bloods we found a few days ago was- interesting,” Blackmoon said thoughtfully. He was beginning to worry about Road Runner. No one had seen him in a couple of days.

*Hearing* Blackmoon’s worry, Kai raised her bright blue eyes to meet his darker ones, and she slowly nodded in agreement.

**I’ll send my friends to find him.  And I’ll have one of the eagles drop a line to Patrick in the process. **

Blackmoon nodded to Kai. To be sure, Road Runner was a seasoned survivor, but he hadn’t tried taking on the Czar and the Czar’s forces before.

Stepping outside for just moment, Kai closed her eyes as she crouched down to touch the ground.  **Friends I need your help. **

**Earth Warrior, we hear you** came from what seemed like hundreds of minds.  

**The human known as Road Runner has done another vanishing act.  We fear he might run afoul of some very bad men.  Find him please and bring him back here. This is a dangerous time to be going off like that. **  

**We will find. ** 

Satisfied her message was spread far and wide, Kai returned to the dining room and gave Blackmoon a nod as if to say it was taken care of..  What she didn’t know was that some of the advanced nanites, who were still on patrol, also heard her message and they too got in on the act.  

——————————————————————
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Meanwhile in other parts of the Inn the ferrets were busily conferring with the nanites about where to hunt first for the stash Kikimo’s parents had left her.  They really wanted to help the little gal, she was nice and didn’t mind their presence.  Basement?  Was there a basement?  Yes Yes they should explore there first!

The basement was exactly the right place to look. Kikimo and the soldiers had very thoroughly covered the rest of the building. However, Kikimo had merely given the basement a cursory inspection but hadn’t been down since then. She never seemed to have the time for it. The boiler that provided heat at one time hadn’t been in use for many years.

Sniffing around the ferrets got excited at the sight of a large hollow...something.  What was it?  Something smelled different about it.  And one of the lower doors was open, so he poked his head in.

**What is this thing?  OH!  It’s hollow inside...sort of...like a tree. **

**I believe, ** one of the advanced nanites remarked, **it is something the humans called a boiler.  Let me access.... ah yes...memories say this is indeed a boiler.  They used it to heat water to heat their buildings.  Rather inefficient if you ask me. **

**Humans are fragile, ** another ferret opinioned **no fur, walk around on hind legs all unbalanced, they need us.  Brother since you decided to climb in without the rest of us...what is in there? **

Some sneezing echoed out of the old boiler, then a cough. **A lot of dust, and cobwebs and....ooooooh....we need to go get Kikimo....I think I found something!**

**WHAT WHAT???**

**A lot of plastic wrapped bundles. Hang on I’m going to try and get into one.  We need to show her proof. **  **Yup....got it...hang on....**

A few minutes later the ferret carefully backed out of the old boiler with a bundle of paper money in his jaws. 

**Be right back, **   he mumbled **don’t let anything get down here but us. **

————————————————————————-
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Kai and party were surprised when a lone ferret came bounding into the dining room, up onto the table and placed the bundle of money in front of Kiki, then started bouncing around yelling in his ferrety language.  

Laughing at his excitement, Kai finally got him calmed down enough to where she could understand what he was saying...her eyes grew wide with the news.

“You better follow him,” she told her cousin “he says there is a boiler in the basement full of packages.  I’m sure it’s not totally filled, but from a ferret’s point of view it would seem that way.  Okay he verified not full up with bundles...but quite a few.  You better go hon.”

Kikimo couldn’t decide whether to laugh at the little guy’s excitement or stunned at the bundle of old money he brought. She grinned and rubbed his head. “Okay, Little Bandit. Show me your treasure!” She bounded to her feet.

Chittering in excitement, the ferret raced around her as they went down into the basement, and he led her over to the now heavily guarded boiler.  Sticking his head inside the open door, he poked it back out and chittered at her some more.  If a ferret could sigh, this one certainly did...then he jumped inside and worked very hard to drag one of the bundles to the door...slid out and chittered at her again.

Kikimo gawked, then let out a war-whoop that echoed back up to the living area. “They found it!” she yelled. She scooped up the bundle of cash with one hand and the ferret with the other, giving him a quick, tight hug before she let him down, abashedly remembering some little furry ones didn’t like hugs.

Racing around her in circles, the ferret jumped back into the boiler and hauled out another bundle, then another ferret got into the act...hauling one out.... then soon all the ferrets were leaping in and out....by the time they were done there were 10 bundles lying at Kikimo’s feet.

By then, the excited yelling had drawn Trevor and Blackmoon down to the basement. Trevor gawked at the pile of treasure around Kikimo. It seemed that she was now a millionaire. He scooped up one bundle and did a quick count of it. At about 100 bills per bundle and each bill being worth $100, she would never have to work again unless she wanted to!

Kai hurried after them in time to see Trevor count off one of the bundles, raising an eyebrow she crouched to look at the bills and was rather surprised they weren’t Canadian money. This was old fashioned Free America money, and quite valuable at that.  

“Cousin....do you know how valuable an old $100 bill like this is in Free American?  Twice the amount that it shows on the bill...and if the conversion rate still stands between the two countries it’s twice times a third.  At least that was the going rate 100 years ago.... it’s probably triple that by now. You are now very wealthy.”

Kikimo gawked. That was far more than she would have gotten if she had accessed Trevor’s bank account! “Something tells me I should pay a visit to Free America! Trevor-Bai, you and I need to locate some up-to-date maps! We won’t find any here, considering the belief that south of the border isn’t viable for life- but maybe when we meet my new cousins from the next province over, they can help.”

Kai had to laugh at the assumption that South of the border was no mans land.  She had to remind her cousin that the FAC was apparently still quite viable, so perhaps parts of the East coast South of the border might be dicey, but the rest of Free America was probably okay.

“After all,” Kai reminded her “if it were not, I would not be known about...yes?  So, future me is alive and well and apparently kicking butt.  And, yes, your cousin in the next province will be contacted.  All of you have been isolated for far too long.  So why don’t we put all these bundles back into the boiler as a form of a safe.  Trust me they’ve been in there this long nothing will bother them.  Not even the mice...I’ll alert them to the fact and set them up as guards for it.  And the ferrets as well.”

Feeling a tapping on her lower leg, Kai glanced down and smiled at the insistent Nanite.  “Yes, you too.”

Kikimo chuckled at the little nanite. “Nuthin’ gets past you, hmm?” She eyed the boiler.  “It’s probably safer than some other storage spots I’ve broken into. I would have had to literally take a chunk out of the wall to access the bundles. That makes me wonder how my parents got it in there.”

While Kikimo was handing the bundles back to the ferrets to replace in the hiding spot, Kai had been examining the construction of the old boiler. Finally she moved to the back of it, whereupon everyone heard her give out a chuckle and an “Ah ha.”  

“I’ll tell you how,” she remarked while appearing from behind the old equipment and dusting cobwebs off her clothing “they accessed it through the back.  I found some faint scratch marks; they carefully dismantled the back...put everything in...then put it together again.  Took some time to do it too...your parents must have been very motivated.”

That was about right. Kikimo nodded thoughtfully. Trevor backed a step from the unfriendly gleam in her eye. Someone was going to pay- and not just in cash or goods either.

“Let’s get back upstairs,” Kai gently suggested “there are still some files to go through...and a plan of action to be drawn up.  Future me is going to want to be in on this.”

Kikimo chuckled. “You have mentioned that memo to Future You. I want a closer look at those papers Trevor turned up too.”

“More than a memo,” Kai grinned “I want copies of all those files. Hell, I’ll take the originals and leave copies with you.  That will give more credence to me rousing everyone at FAC for the fight.  If they see the original files, which I’ll keep hidden until the time comes, they’ll believe it more than copies.”

Once the party got back to the dining room it was to see Samir with all the folders placed in front of him in some sort of order.  And he looked incredibly worried.  Looking up at them he nodded at the piles and shook his head.

“Trevor, you said that the elder Montoya was sane?  These contracts he agreed to make me wonder about that.  You should see this!  He and that Czar person came to some legally binding contracts. Well.... legal if it had been done in Russia...not so much here I’m thinking.  Frankly they are totally insane plans.  Montoya agreed to giving over total control of Cybernetics to this fellow, and all surrounding lands of the province, in exchange for immunity and the title of Enforcer of the Empire.  This Russian character outlined plans to take over this province first, then the surrounding ones while also planting forces in Free America to undermine the government in order to lead a new Socialist Revolution.  He stated in this one contract that all blame would be placed upon Democracy and any who did not fall into line with his dictates would be tried as traitors of the Empire. Look...there are also blueprints on how to seize control of the Northern Hemisphere.”

Ja’an was looking over the blueprints and his golden eyes seemed to glow in anger for just a second.  But the nanites in his system were working double time to keep him calm.  They knew what would happen if the Dine Warrior lost his temper.

Trevor’s eyes narrowed. “I agree that it looks crazy- but it might not be as crazy as it looks. The elder Montoya had a reason to believe Damian would be gunning for him soon. And he knew that Damian was growing some destructive tendencies. I’m thinking Old Montoya was gambling that the Czar might be sensible enough to not damage his investment. Another thing: Old Montoya was power-hungry. So, what was to keep him from overthrowing the Czar once he had all the military support he wanted?” Trevor raised an eyebrow. “This stuff was done before the elder Montoya grew a conscience and had a heart attack. Damian- well, Kikimo had already shot him. And Miss Kai, you watched her shoot Francios too. About all that’s left on this end is a board of directors handling the Montoya estate. Cybernetics belongs to me: Montoya personally delivered the papers. I haven’t cleared out the Montoya-era personnel.”

“Well.... actually.... yes you have.”  Kai chuckled. “For the most part anyways.  The manor is all cleared out, except for those prisoners down in the cells of the dungeon.  And the tower, plus Warehouse, has been cleared out.  The only ones left would be those hiding out at the Black Tower.  Unless there are others elsewhere you haven’t told us about.”

Trevor blinked. He realized Kai was right: All that was left were the prisoners. “No, I think between Cybernetics tower and Montoya Manor, we have cleaned up most of the garbage. There are a few offices in Cybernetics headquarters that I want a closer look at. We cleaned everything out of Damian’s old office but haven’t had a chance to check the new one. We ought to have a word with Ramius too.”

—————————————————————-
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Patrick was outside doing a little casual stargazing. He had seen a lot of coming and going from Kikimo’s Inn. No one had contacted him since the time the entire bunch came leading a parade of vehicles fresh from Honest Bob’s, and he was beginning to wonder what was going on. He blinked when he saw one of the giant eagles headed his way. He wasn’t sure if he should like that or not.  

Landing in front of Patrick, the giant eagle began yelling and jumping up and down, bobbing his head.  Finally, he made the mind connection, and she showed him the message from Kai.  Ending with the eagle telling him **We must find him!  Not safe to just wander off like that, this is no time for a walk about!!!**

Patrick scowled. “It wouldn’t be like him to just disappear like that. He’s a bit footloose, but he always has a reason. I don’t like it, but I’ll try to contact him on the radio and see what he’s doing. One moment, Friend.” He ducked back in the restaurant and returned with a few steaks. “Here- this should be a nice little snack for you.”

**Food is always welcome.  Thank you, kind friend.  Everyone in the land has been alerted and they are searching for him...even those creatures which grew from small things have gone on the search.  Earth Warrior is worried. **

Patrick chuckled. “It’s an old tradition in my family to leave food and drink for the Fair Folk, and others who might need it.”

Pausing in gobbling on the steaks, the eagle gave him a long assessing look then actually bobbed its head.  **You are cousin to Earth Warrior, and she has the fey blood like you do.  Good to pay heed to those who came before you. **  Suddenly the bird swung its head in the opposite direction as if listening to something then let out a long call.  **They found him, getting him to safety.  He was looking at the Black Tower.  Earth Warrior is going to be peeved with him. **

Well, at least Patrick wouldn’t have to compromise Road Runner by breaking radio silence! He blew out a relieved breath. “She’s not the only one. But like I said, Road Runner always has a reason for going walkabout. I hope she hears him out before she chews him out!”

If an eagle could give a snort of amusement this one certainly gave a good accounting for it.  **You know the family temper...do you honestly think she’ll let him get away with that? **

Patrick raised an eyebrow at the eagle. “I didn’t say he didn’t deserve it. I said I hope she hears him out first.”

**You might want to be there for it then, **   the bird wisely remarked as he swallowed down the last of the steak. **I saw where she seemed to take great store in what you had to say.  So, the more family there the better.  That tall blue-eyed cousin of hers can do just so much. **

Patrick eyed the restaurant, then nodded. He didn’t think any guests would be coming this late. “You’re right. Road Runner might just up and disappear if she doesn’t pay attention to what he tries to offer.” The only vehicle in the parking lot was an old jeep. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was reliable and Kikimo had converted it for him, so fuel wasn’t a problem. “I’ll see you there, unless you want to go somewhere to roost.”

**I will meet you there.  We do worry about the Earth Warrior; it is a huge responsibility and sometimes she barks orders without pausing to think about how others might feel about it.  But the short time we have observed her, and the reports from other areas, indicates she only barks when it is imperative.  There is something worrying her about all of this, and whatever it is ...well...it’s still far away. **

Patrick hesitated a moment, then stroked the magnificent bird’s chest feathers a couple of times before he revved up the jeep.

Satisfied the man was going to follow him, the large eagle nodded just once and took off for the Inn.  He liked this person...he was gentle, gave feather strokes in just the right angle and respectful too.

——————————————————————-
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Meanwhile, Road Runner had managed to get within eyeshot of a black tower where nothing should be. It seemed Faust’s directions were accurate. Road Runner wanted to try to get a count of how many people and machines were already there, but he wasn’t seeing a way to do that. Worse still, he couldn’t be sure a surveillance device hadn’t already spotted him. He ducked under a deadfall to wait and think.

A ferret showed up to sit on his knees and quietly scolded him, then a stoat showed up.... then a medium sized wolf...then a fox...a coyote...a doe showed up to stand in front of him...then a huge buck...a small Coopers hawk flew in and landed on his shoulder to scold and peck at his ear.  THEN the ground moved around him and several advanced nanites came up out of the earth and started tapping on his ankles as if scolding him.  To emphasize his scolding the hawk somehow butted his forehead and scolded some more.  Finally, one of the nanites projected a small 3D image of Kai crouching down touching the ground whispering something urgent.  Yup...they had found Road Runner and by damn he was coming home with them .... NOW!

Road Runner chuckled a bit and didn’t try too hard to stop the hawk. “I know you’re worried, as is Kai. And yes, I think now is a good time to get out of sight, now that it is full dark.” He gazed down thoughtfully at the evolved nanites. “Do you think you could create a tunnel long enough to get me out of sight of the tower? Even if the humans couldn’t see me, I’m sure their cams can.”

**Well of course we can!  Long enough to get you out of sight, then we’ll come back up and you will ride on the back of the buck all the way to the Inn.  Miss Kai is going to be rather annoyed you didn’t listen to the plans about that place.  What were you thinking????  Honestly, we can’t leave you along for a single second!  Going walk about...**

Whatever else they had to say about his reckless behavior was muffled as they dove back down into the earth and began an emergency tunnel for the tall copper-skinned man.  Once it was done the doe gently pushed at him and stomped a dainty foot, flicking her tail.... time to go.

Road Runner patted the buck’s shoulder. “I did find something Miss Kai is going to want to know about. I’m pretty sure Faust won’t be happy either.” He was used to depending on his own feet, and they hadn’t given him trouble yet. But if the buck wanted to give him a ride- well, it would be something different. He shrugged and mounted.

**Hang on...we’ll be there in less time it took for you to get here.  Aaaand there go the nanites in the opposite direction.  Betting those cameras, you thought about, are going to get a surprise problem. **

Road Runner might have chuckled again. “The stationary cameras aren’t necessarily a problem if one knows where they are. I’m more concerned about those flying droids that look like heavily armored and armed versions of Faust. I counted ten of them on guard duty between the humans.”

**Oh...well I think if you tell Earth Warrior about those things in the air then she would come up with an idea to solve it.  To be honest you’re not the only one who’s been observing that Black Tower.  All my brothers and sisters of the ground and air have been watching.  Faust is a .... well.... he’s not human but not machine either, a combination really.  And he is to be trusted.  Hold on tight my two-legged brother .... I am going to put on some speed here. **

Road Runner ducked as low as he could get on the buck’s back so he hopefully wouldn’t offer wind resistance.

The unlikely band of birds, and herd of deer finally came to a stop outside the Inn.  Nudging Road Runner’s back, the buck nodded a few times as if giving him encouragement.

**The Earth Warrior is not unreasonable but is incredibly worried.  Tell her what you saw before she can open her mouth.  That’s your best bet to get her to take immediate action.”

About the same time, Patrick screeched into the parking lot following the giant eagle. “Hey, Road Runner! The eagle was telling me Kai was fretting about you taking off.”

Road Runner patted the buck’s shoulder, then dismounted. “She’s worrying about the wrong thing. She needs to remember she isn’t the only one who knows a thing or two about running and survival. And fighting.” He nodded toward the building. “Once more into the breech, hmm?”

Again, the buck gave Road Runner a gentle nudge **She’s old school warrior...of two different cultures blended into one.  She frets because she cares...remember being an Earth Warrior carries a lot of responsibility.  Great Mother gave her this job at birth. Just quietly tell her what you saw, and you’ll see she won’t be upset with you.  You have a worrisome job as well...she knows that. **

Road Runner smiled faintly and pushed the door open. Upon hearing voices in the dining area, he turned around and marched in, Patrick at his shoulder. “I’ve been to the Black Tower- and our furred and feathered friends told me you heard about that. What you don’t know is that they have fighting drones- shaped a lot like Faust, but more heavily armored, and armed. I counted ten but didn’t try to get into the tower itself to see what’s in there.” He glanced toward the kitchen. “I don’t suppose you have leftovers there, do you? Survival rations keep body and soul together, but that’s it.”

A pin dropping on the floor would have been the only noise heard upon Road Runner’s announcement.  There was a long silent pause as everyone stared at him, then Kai nodded and yelled for Swafford...who came running with weapon drawn...only to pause and holster it when Kai told him about what Road Runner had seen.

“You can work up a powerful hunger doing recon,” the sniper/chef nodded. “Come on ...we were just preparing the evening meal, so I think we have enough to fill that belly of yours.  And you,” pointing at Kai, “are going to eat more than a small plateful.”

Road Runner threw an impish grin at Kai. He knew just about everyone nagged her to eat! At least he didn’t need nagging- though he probably should eat more considering all the running he did.

Leading Road Runner into the kitchen, Swafford sighed in exasperation. “She’s too damn skinny and likely to stay that way too if she has anything to say about it.  My commander can be a stubborn one.  We brought back some food stuffs from the manor to feed this troop...but there is more than enough left at the manor to feed all those starving people.  That kitchen was over the top decadent and let me tell you I was appalled they wouldn’t feed their maintenance people better.”

Road Runner grunted at that news. He knew you couldn’t give workers scraps and expect them to perform at their best. It was a miracle that the place was as well maintained as it was.

Turning the corner into the kitchen, Swafford waved to the small table set to one side.  “Sit sit.... food coming right up.”

Indeed, food was coming right up!  Honey Mustard glazed ham, Rosemary potatoes, Roasted Asparagus, Green Bean Casserole, Dinner rolls, Honey glazed carrots, Wild Rice & Mushroom Pilaf, and Chocolate cake.

Setting a nicely loaded plate in front of Road Runner, Swafford also placed a large glass of milk on the table.  He did seem rather pleased with himself, and such a contrast from earlier that evening when he’d been in camo sitting up in a tree with a sniper rifle at the ready.

Patrick grinned at Swafford. “You keep this up and he won’t have a reason to stop by the diner!” 

Swafford gave a half stern look at Patrick and pointed at the other chair by the table.  “You.... sit.  I keep this up you’ll both have at least a few pounds on you.  Well at least until the Lieutenant gives us the order to pull out.  She has a plan...I can feel it.”

Patrick laughed and joined Road Runner. Swafford would never know how much he sounded like Momma Martha.

Within minutes Swafford had another healthy heaped up plate in front of Patrick, and he sternly lectured them both on eating everything in front of them, or else no chocolate cake.

Road Runner couldn’t help himself: He stuck his tongue out at Swafford before digging in. Of course, the chocolate cake was a mighty temptation!

———————————————————————
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Kai had a thoughtful look on her face, as she listened to Trevor and Samir explore the contracts in depth, something had to be done about those drones.  She couldn’t in good conscience leave her new friends and family to contend with all the dangers heading their way, even if she’d be back in a few days, their time, with reinforcements.  This was going to take more than ground troops to combat the Czar and his plans...she could sense he was almost ready to leave his homeland.  The bears were showing her what was happening and that they had to fall back because of the armed forces.  But they had damaged the limo and plane enough to where it would still take him a few days to get off his native soil.

Ground.... ground...air.... AH HA....an idea!  Suddenly Kai started laughing over the idea, and Ja’an was worried for a second that she’d gone and lost her mind.  But all she did was wave her hands and giggle. “Big birds...oh this will be good!”

——————————————————————————
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Things at the Black Tower were suddenly just not working the way they should be.  For one thing a giant golden eagle had appeared out of seemingly nowhere and had attacked their satellite network...then six more showed up to help with the destruction.  Now their satellite communications were down!  THEN...more eagles, and hawks and...well...the scientists in the building weren’t terribly sure WHAT the bird was.  Some claimed it was a bird which had gone extinct thousands of years before, but then again had anyone witnessed the last bird die?  What they swore they saw was a Thunderbird!  It certainly sounded like one.  When the massive flocks of birds attacked, they seemed to be after their armored drones!  Yes...they were after them and it certainly looked as if they were doing a fine job of tearing them apart!  All was lost!!!  

A low-ranking technical officer, however, was able to convince around three of the drones to hide.  Even though, at first, the drones were confused by that order.  They were not made to hide they were made to.... then seeing the others being torn apart they quickly understood that odd order and did manage to hide.  And by darn they were going to stay hidden.  Those silly humans in the tower were on their own!

————————————————————-
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Again, Kai started laughing as she described what the deer, and ferrets, were witnessing happing around and on the Black Tower.

“I’d say they bought us almost a week,” she managed to chuckle “never underestimate truly pissed off birds.”

Kikimo fell to the floor laughing: That sounded an awful lot like what was going on at the Czar’s place! Trevor almost followed Kikimo to the floor.

“Those birds wouldn’t happen to be leaving ‘presents’, would they?” Trevor asked. “And hey, Miss Wraith- maybe we can ask them to drop in plastics?”

Kikimo stopped laughing long enough to think. “The plastics are better for stealth attacks. They don’t explode on impact. But maybe a few of our ferrety friends could do something about that? Hmm” She smiled at the little guy that brought the first bundle of cash. “And speaking of little guys, where’s Private Mousie?”

Pulling himself up proud, Kai privately thought the ferret was giving a salute to her cousin, ferret #1 (well he WAS number 1) chittered excitedly at her.

“Now wait a minute,” Kai laughed “well...alright they don’t explode on impact, and yes, he just volunteered...along with the entire business.  That’s what a group of ferrets is called. I guess that would keep them out of trouble for a few days, if you told them *specifically* where you wanted them to go with the packets and HOW to place them...along with warning them it would make them ill if they tried to eat the packets.  There’s part of our plan answered for us.”

Leaving presents.... oh.... Kai snickered and shook her head.  “No, they were there on a seek and destroy then get out mission.  No delay tactics like the other area.  Which, by the way, is still doing just fine.  He’ll not be lifting off for at least a few more days.”

Kikimo chuckled and rubbed the ferret’s head. “Okay, Captain Ferret- I guess we should give you a rank too. I can make up a bunch of packets of plastics. And you can carry them in and stick them wherever there are computers and wires- and then get out. And Kai’s right: You don’t want to eat the stuff. The same thing that makes it explode will make you very sick. You think you can handle that?” Not that she doubted him, but she did want to be sure. For that matter, she should find out how Road Runner got back so quickly. Maybe the same route could be used to get in close to the Black Tower. “And now, about Ramius and Private Mousie?” she asked pointedly.

“You rang?”  a young male voice asked from the doorway, and there stood Ramius with the rest of the Marines....and Private Mousie.  “I wanted to talk with whomever oversees this massive undertaking you just pulled off.  Some of Blackmoon’s men said it would be a good idea as I would have heard and seen things.  And will someone tell me why this mouse is wearing a uniform?”

Several of the Viking platoon started laughing and pointing at Kai, who in turn was pointing at Kikimo and Trevor.

“Don’t look at me,” Kai protested “I just came to help my cousin clean up this mess. I’d say you could give her a good lowdown on what else might be going on.  As for the mouse, ...that is Private Mousie, who by the way is a mutant, led a rather large horde of mice in the attack to get into the manor house...and then the tower.  Apparently, he has a flair for tactics.”

Trevor grinned broadly. “And, apparently, 1st Lieutenant McMahon decided the mouse deserved a rank for his bravery out in the field. And Big Al- one of the marines who came over to help- has a flare with needles. So Private Mousie got his uniform! Kikimo loves it too. She gave him his very own quarters.”

Oddly enough that made perfect sense for Ramius.  He’d seen a lot of unusual things the past 24 hours...so why not a mouse with its own commando unit!

“One big thing we need to know is how communications between here and Russia are handled: There must be a back-up system in case power or satellites go down. Another thing is what kind of personnel and armaments can we expect from the ‘Czar’. I’m pretty sure he didn’t tell Montoya everything.” Kikimo stood and brushed herself off.

Ramius pondered the questions raised and sorted out the various solutions to the problem at hand.  Communication systems could be a complex matter, and even though he was the lowest ranking guard of the former Montoya empire he still had kept his ears open while seemingly happy to help wherever he was needed.  Lowest rank yes, but he certainly was not unaware of issues along with being far more educated than he let on.  Finally, he shook his head and let out a frustrated sigh.

“I don’t think the ones holed up in the Black Tower have any possible resources they could use in communicating with that Czar fellow.  I was told that the satellite systems at the tower have been destroyed, along with their antennae array.  So, using satellite relay for multiplexing is out.  And modulation transmission is out of the question since the antennae array is also down.  It would take resources, which they don’t have on hand there, to rebuild them and it would take a month to adequately complete even if they had the techs to handle it.  They can’t send signals to instrumental buoys out on the coast for relay transmissions, and short-wave radio is out because the HAM radio relays are now down.  Their relay antennas scattered across the various provinces have been experiencing catastrophic failures for a few months now.  Let’s just say rebels have been taking care of that.  Plus, there isn’t a way for them to bounce signals to and from that once operable weather control platform.”

Kikimo snickered. Even Blackmoon grinned while thinking of that weather control grid.

Casting Kai a sheepish grin, in response to the incredulous expression on her face, Ramius gave a self-deprecating shrug.

“What?  I watch, listen, and store information for possible use later on.  Miss Wraith I am going to give my unprofessional opinion that those people in the Black Tower are pretty much stuck.  They’ll be hunkered down and waiting on the agreed upon arrival schedule. There’s nothing else they can do but wait.  Especially since their backup systems for communications are wiped out.  As for power.... I heard they have backup generators in the form of Sepss...stored energy emergency power supply system.  But they’d only be running on low usage...basic lights, heating, cooking.... that’s it.  If they are now relying on that I’d say in a couple of days, they are going to be feeling miserable.”

Trevor nodded. While Damian did have a very comfortable set-up in that fortress, the local wildlife hadn’t wrecked the power generators. That didn’t apply to a certain warehouse, or to the Black Tower.

Ramius shook his head as he thought about personnel and armament.  “I’m afraid I don’t know what that Czar will be bringing with him.  He seemed confident, in that transmission I overheard, that anything he needs will be here waiting for him.  I do know that about 100 soldier guards left a few weeks ago for the Black Tower.  You saw what was in the warehouse?  Well.... that stuff was supposed to follow them, but, somehow, got delayed.”

Again, a cheeky grin was flashed at everyone listening to his assessment. “You’re welcome.  Now as for the tower, it does have basic armament, some heavily armed drones, and the glass is supposed to be blast proof.  However, the windows on the top two floors are vulnerable.  Also, there is a larger than normal helicopter pad on the roof.  I suspect the Czar will arrive in that manner.  He did sound as if he didn’t want to even be near the ‘unwashed masses’ as he calls them.”

Snapping his fingers as if just remembering something, Ramius knelt to open his duffle bag and pulled out a medium sized cardboard tube.  

“You might want to see this, I filched it a few days ago from Mr. Montoya’s office at the manor.  It’s the full blueprints for that Black Tower.”

Simultaneously, Trevor and Kikimo yelled, “Gimme that!” When each realized what the other said, they stared at each other and blushed, much to Blackmoon’s amusement. He reached over them to take the tube from Ramius. 

“Excellent job, Ramius! This is exactly what we need to finish planning the next attack.” Blackmoon deftly twisted the tube open and tapped out the blueprints. “Lieutenant Wraith, Lieutenant McMahon, I think this is more up your alley.” He noticed that the lid was just a little heavier than it should be and looked at. Taped to the inside was a small case containing chips and a couple of old-fashioned key drives. “Commander Peterson, this is yours.”

Trevor gawked at the case, then promptly abandoned the paper files to grab his laptop. “Okay, Baby, talk to me!” he muttered as he powered the machine up and slid a chip in.

Looking over the blueprints, Kai quietly pointed to her cousin an area where apparently there was a tunnel. 

“If you have the ferret brigade place those explosives of yours in the tunnel...there...there...and there...you will effectively cut off their potential escape,” she advised “also place some at what appears to be the main doors, and.... yup...that’s a service door in the back, that will also deal with other escape routes.  And...tell me, does that look like perhaps delivery bays to you?”

Kikimo peered at the blueprints, then nodded. “Yup. And the plastics are perfect for that: Those doors are power operated rather than manual. That means anything there will go boom without anyone knowing we had anything to do with it.” She tapped a command center about in the middle of the building. “More plastics here: That’s where the master controls are.”

Trevor looked up from where he was scrolling through data. “That’s also where information is that the Czar had been counting on- stuff that hadn’t been transmitted to him. I daresay he will be in a pickle without the logistics info, even if we haven’t already wiped out his supply sources.”

Pondering for a second, Kai raised her voice calling out for Road Runner, only for Swafford to yell back that the man was eating.

“Don’t care!” Kai returned yell for yell “I have some questions about the Black Tower. Road Runner get out here!  You can finish eating after we ask you some questions.  We have blueprints!!”

Much to her amusement a couple of the ferrets had bounded up onto the table and seemed to be studying the very blueprints her and Kikimo were examining.

Road Runner laughed and trotted past Swafford after cleaning his plate. He did promise to have room for that cake. As for Kikimo- well, she wasn’t sure if the ferret could read blueprints or not. If not, she was sure the evolved Nanites would help.

Road Runner glanced at the blueprints, then gave Kai a formal bow. “At your service! How may I assist you, Miss Kai?”

Miss?  Kai laughed and gave Road Runner a gentle shove.  

“Don’t Miss Kai me.  Makes me want to look over my shoulder for whomever you’re talking to.  Now...look at these blueprints please.  We noted the tunnel, front doors, maintenance entrance, and the loading docks.  While you were skulking in the bushes observing the place did you see any areas where more explosives could be sneakily placed?  Our ferret army is going to be going in and placing the charges.  I want them well and truly trapped in that building until I get back with reinforcements.  Did you note whether there were any close by residences which might be lending them aid?  Businesses?  Anything which might provide clues as to how entrenched they are for a full-scale battle?”

Road Runner nodded and tapped about halfway up the tower. “I noticed that the ranking of the personnel seemed to dictate where one lived. The officers and some techs lived about halfway up the tower. Some maintenance crews were lower down.” He tapped several spots around the tower. “Those look like foxhole-style bunkers. And the ground floor of the tower seems to be dedicated to the drones.”

Drones, eh?  Both ferrets and Kai gave one another side eye glances, and it was quite obvious the ferrets knew EXACTLY what the man was talking about.  Especially since one of the furred placed his paw on the area indicating the ground floor and started chittering angrily.

Road Runner had all he could do to stifle a laugh. He was pretty sure the ferret wouldn’t appreciate it. He did rub the little guy’s head.

“No, you cannot attack the drones,” Kai sighed “they are armored and armed.  You’ll only hurt your teeth.  But.... if you want to play hide and seek with them, keep them frustrated and confused, which I know you ferrets are very good at, so do me a favor and keep them busy while I’m gone.  That’ll help Kikimo and the rest tremendously not having to worry about them possibly coming this way on a search and destroy mission.”

“Ok,” she continued in reply to what Road Runner had pointed out “we don’t want to harm the maintenance crews, it’s not their fault they work for horrible people.  Besides I know they’re going to be run ragged with demands for getting things fixed...which according to Ramius will be impossible to do.  He indicated the windows, except for the top two floors, are blast proof.  So, we can’t do much about that just yet.  But the bunkers.... well now what do you say for our wildlife friends messing those up?”

“Perfect!” Road Runner pronounced. Kikimo nodded vigorous agreement.

“That does mean we’ll need to convince the maintenance crews to stay away from the plastics, though,” Kikimo said thoughtfully. “Maybe have them hide in the grounded cargo vehicles: Those do have manual doors in case of emergencies. Any chance that maybe I could convince the vehicles to help in that? Like you said, it’s not their fault they work for bad sorts.”

Frowning in thought, Kai was trying to figure out a way that they could get messages to the maintenance crews, without putting any of their people in harms way.  Glancing over at Ramius she raised an eyebrow...for which he caught the thought and slowly nodded.

“I know some of the maintenance crew,” he volunteered “and they are familiar with me at the Tower as I’ve been the one to deliver supplies in the past.  I could go there under the guise of bringing in some food supplies for maintenance, which isn’t unheard of...and I can give them the word.  Heck if you want, they can abandon ship, so to speak, in 24 hours.  How much time do you need?”

Pondering the time frame, Kai pulled a sheet of paper over and made some rapid calculations while considering what Lenore had passed along to her about the paradoxes.  

“Hmmm.... make it 48 hours, that way no one will tie their vanishing act in with your appearance.  Tell them to make their way to the Cybernetics tower...Blackmoon’s men can help vanish them through some tunnels there and into the manor with no one the wiser.  That will also give me time to bring in the reinforcements.”

Blackmoon nodded. “48 hours to give us some leeway and give them time to get to Cybernetics tower. Besides- we do need personnel to replace some of those we had to dispose of, and to help care for the ill. I imagine those at the Black Tower are better cared for than those closer to us: The Czar would want workers there to be in top shape to serve him.”

Ramius sighed and shook his head, the times he’d been to the Black Tower delineated just how elitist the place was.  “It sickens me every time I go there to see how they act like they are better than anyone else.  Saunas, heated pools, gourmet dining, top of the line medical facilities, masseuse on call, you name it they have it.  And then there are the starving personnel.... infuriates me to no end.”

Now seemed like a good time, for Kai at least, to let everyone know what the plan was.  Sighing just once she stood up and tapped on the table in front of her.

“I need to say something...well...and give my troops an order they aren’t going to like.  First of all.... Kikimo, Trevor...everyone.  We must bug out for back home, but we WILL be back with reinforcements the likes you’ve probably never seen before.  It will be 100 years my time, but oddly enough...only maybe a week for you.  Lenore has informed me, after doing some remarkable calculations, that there is an extra anomaly she just figured out.  A time anomaly involving time differential, time slip anomaly, causal loop paradox, folding of something I couldn’t even begin to try and pronounce, zero-point vibrational energy formula, energy exchange, special relativity, and quantum physics.  Anyways it boils down to this...I will be back in a week, your time...and I’ll be bringing the cavalry with me, including your cousin in the Mounties, Kikimo.  So, I ask of all of you, including you Road Runner, and I know it’ll be difficult but trust me I have my reasons for asking, is that everyone sit tight, stay low for gods sake and we’ll be storming the Black Tower together. That Czar is in for quite a surprise!  Blackmoon I’ll need for your men, with Kraken, to guard that old fortress and the portal above all else!  We may need it, and it’s a good escape route for everyone if shit hits the fan.”

“So, after we leave, Kikimo send our ferret army into the Black Tower with the explosives...they do understand what you are saying.  No worries there.  Private Mousie knows what to do with his commando unit, and the Nanites have promised to do their part.  Oh, and Kikimo...thank you for sharing those special nanites with me, Samir, and Ja’an.  The ones I already had in my system seem to be quite pleased.  Now...does anyone have any questions?”

“You’ve mentioned the time differential thing several times, Bai,” Kikimo said. “We can work on getting the maintenance people back into
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