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				CHAPTER 1
			

			
				 
			

			
				Nighttime. The Los Angeles skyline buzzed with electrified anticipation. Everyone felt something was about to happen–because in this town, something always did.
			

			
				As night fell, hordes of locals and tourists filled the sidewalks, restaurants, and shops of Sunset Boulevard, ready for what the dark would bring.
			

			
				Into this energy drove a black Cadillac SRX. Tinted windows obscured the occupants of the SUV as they cruised the choked streets of Hollywood. Inside, two teens contemplated and focused on their upcoming task. They had an assignment neither relished.
			

			
				Trent Anderson was eighteen, but already battle-hardened from a life growing up too fast. His spiked hair and thin, slightly hawkish nose gave him a marked raptor look. He masked and coped with his suffering through sharp sarcasm and one-liners, and though his humor softened his hard edge, his blue eyes were deep set under a brow that had known too much worry and stress.
			

			
				Next to him, a sixteen-year-old girl had her face buried in her iPhone screen, her fingers flying over the mini keyboard. Rebecca Flint, Bex, to her friends, had seen her share of horrors, but her experiences had toughened her–at least that’s what she told herself, alone on sleepless nights. Her straight, auburn hair cascaded just past her shoulders, and her soft features gave the illusion of delicacy; her green eyes put both her strength and her sorrow on display. She had the brains and the looks, and she knew it. She couldn’t care less about appearances, except for the fascinating and pathetic ways in which hers opened doors. Society was an odd zoo; and she preferred to remain outside the cages.
			

			
				“What’s he say?” asked Trent, breaking the heavy silence.
			

			
				“Not what I was hoping,” Bex replied.
			

			
				He sent her an impatient glare.
			

			
				“Fine. Fine,” she grunted. “They want us to pick up the twins.”
			

			
				He sighed, and Bex gave him a silent, pointed stare.
			

			
				“What?” he asked. “I’ll be nice this time.”
			

			
				“It’s not that. Although, yeah. You were a prick last time.”
			

			
				“It’s tough love. They’ll thank me someday.”
			

			
				“Look, I’ll handle it this time. We want to recruit them, not piss them off. I’m worried you’re going to screw this up again.”
			

			
				Smiling, Trent uttered, “Cool your jets. It’s your show. The twins are gonna be so happy to see us!”
			

			
				“Shut up and drive,” she barked, smacking his shoulder.
			

			
				Parking the SUV two blocks from their destination, Bex and Trent walked along Sunset Boulevard, passing clubs, indecently lit strip malls, curtained Pho restaurants, and the famous Rainbow Room grill, stopping at the iconic Roxy. The unassuming black building punched the landscape with a massive marquee, box office, and three polite toughs at the door. Just a local club catering to a local crowd, yet the impatient throng wrapping the side of the building waiting to get in would lead one to believe an A-Lister was inside handing out lattes and selfies.
			

			
				It was an all-ages event, so without a problem, Trent bought two tickets at the window, handed one to Bex. He looked at the daunting line, then to the doormen.
			

			
				“Time to work your magic.”
			

			
				Bex, looking spectacular in a maxi skirt, low slung tank top, and vintage, ten-eye cherry red Doc Martens, took a deep breath and strolled over to the bouncers. She knew what she was about to do was archaic; and thought how strange that it was still so effective. She smiled as she approached them, showing a wide line of perfect, white teeth.
			

			
				Moments later, they were inside the thumping club. On stage, local punk stars, The Potential Lunatics, performed for the thrashing crowd. The brother-sister duo sounded massive with Isaac on bombastic drums, and Emma blasting crunchy guitar riffs and belting out songs of love and injustice. Sadly, they’d no time to enjoy the anarchist arts; they immediately surveyed the crowd for their quarry.
			

			
				“Well, that wasn’t a sexist way to get in the door at all. Nope,” Bex grumbled sarcastically.
			

			
				“You love it,” Trent said.
			

			
				“Excuse me?” Bex squinted at him.
			

			
				“I hope they’re here. I don’t want to look like a dumb ass,” yelled Trent over the music, ignoring her sarcasm.
			

			
				“Nothing can save you from that!”
			

			
				“Look who has jokes tonight!”
			

			
				“They said the source is legit.”
			

			
				“You know the twins aren’t going to want to come peacefully, right?”
			

			
				“No shit. Let me do the talking.”
			

			
				“No problem there.”
			

			
				They moved through the gyrating crowd. The band broke into their classic, “Honey,” and the audience went nuts. Bex leaned against the velvet rope marking the VIP section. She scanned the tables of all three tiers. All these kids; not a care–money, homes, clear consciences. If they only knew the world hiding from them right in plain sight. Bex envied their blissful ignorance, but she had made her bed. She would lie in it all her life.
			

			
				A sight in the top row froze Bex where she stood. Trent sensed her distress, followed her fixated gaze up. A woman in her thirties, gorgeous and captivating, sat like royalty, sipping a drink. The black couture gown would normally have faded into the dimly lit background, but her crimson whiplash grin and smoldering, predatory eyes made her stand out. Her long black hair draped her body to her waist. Her most striking feature, however, was a silver chain that ran from her earlobe and pierced her lower cheek, near her lip. It was horrifying and alluring all at once.
			

			
				“Sasha,” Trent breathed, but Bex heard him, and snapped out of her trance.
			

			
				“It’s a set-up. Trent! Let’s go!”
			

			
				“No, I have to take her!”
			

			
				“No way! Not here! She’ll kill us, and everyone in this place!”
			

			
				“I may not get another shot!”
			

			
				Bex watched in slow motion as Trent raised his palms to waist-height, fingers bent in preparation.
			

			
				Sasha looked down upon them and smiled a devilish grin. She held her drink up to them, a toast. Her arrogance was unsettling.
			

			
				Bex slugged Trent in the gut, distracting and delaying him.
			

			
				“Ugh! Don’t try to stop me, Bex!”
			

			
				“Grow up! We’re here for the twins, nothing else. Our orders are–“
			

			
				“To hell with orders!”
			

			
				She slapped him across the face.
			

			
				“Remember who we are. What we stand for.” Bex threw her open hand out, indicating the hundreds of writhing punks. “Innocent people will die if you do this.”
			

			
				He sighed and shook the rage back, bitterly turning away from the amused Sasha, who remained watchful from her seat.
			

			
				“Fine. Let’s get these pricks and leave,” he grunted.
			

			
				“Back on the clock. Thank you, Trent.”
			

			
				“Don’t act all nice. I’m not in the mood.”
			

			
				They maneuvered toward the bar area.
			

			
				“There,” Bex pointed to two matching teens, both doing their best to grow legit mustaches and failing. They chatted with friends, but went silent when Bex and Trent approached. The friends melted into the crowd.
			

			
				“Hello boys,” said Bex as pleasantly as she could. “You know why we’ve come.”
			

			
				Twin one yelped, “I already told the old man; we don’t want to join your stupid club! Leave us alone.”
			

			
				Bex kept smiling, “Come on, guys. You know what it’s like out here without a faction.”
			

			
				Trent chimed in, “We can protect you.”
			

			
				Twin number two laughed, “But who’s gonna protect us from you?!”
			

			
				“Don’t believe everything you hear. Trust us. We’re here to help,” Bex tried to steer the conversation.
			

			
				Twin one had had enough, “For the last time: Go to hell!”
			

			
				Trent couldn’t hide his grin. “Tried to play it cool, but you want it the hard way. This is for your own good.”
			

			
				Before Bex could react, Trent held his palms face up, fingers bent like spider legs. From his skin bled liquid metal, a thousand tiny silver beads. The flowing liquid congealed, constructing something at Trent’s will.
			

			
				The twins took a step back, freaked out.
			

			
				“Not here!” Bex hissed, but too late.
			

			
				The chrome-like fluid formed a hardened sphere in each hand, levitating slightly above the flesh. Fully under his telepathic command, he set the spheres to strike and incapacitate their targets. “Time to play,” growled Trent.
			

			
				The twins bolted for the exit.
			

			
				Bex gave chase, cursing Trent as she went.
			

			
				Trent grunted in frustration and followed on her heels; the spheres dissolved back to liquid and vanished once more into his skin.
			

			
				Outside, the twins fled past rockers and wanna-be actors gathered at the entrance, and around the corner of the Rainbow Room.
			

			
				“Seriously?” Bex was beyond angry, still pursuing them.
			

			
				“Guess they don’t appreciate tough love.”
			

			
				“No, Trent! You don’t get to be funny right now!”
			

			
				They rounded the corner and stopped cold. Before them, some twenty feet away, the twins now stood stock still–facing their enemies, who were backed by four more men in ebony trench coats–all with matching buzz cuts.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Each one formed metallic objects from liquid coming forth from their hands–just like Trent. “Oh look, a set-up,” he quipped.
			

			
				The twins and their four companions faced Bex and Trent and formed sharp blades of different sizes and shapes, each weapon floating just above their palms. Under mental command of the trench-adorned buzz cuts, the weapons flew at Bex and Trent.
			

			
				Trent summoned up a large metallic shield that protected them both, except for one blade that grazed his arm. His hold on the shield wavered as he lowered it.
			

			
				Bex, already conjuring, created and fired dozens of metal pellets the size of marbles. Too fast to dodge, the enemies took the brunt of her attack, mostly stinging nicks and cuts, and an occasional eye hit. They stumbled about, recovering from their attempts to dodge Bex’s attack, and mentally recalled their own liquid metal.
			

			
				Bex and Trent looked at each other and seized the opportunity to get gone. They took off; the twins could wait. Around the corner, they came face to face with Sasha. Now that she was closer, they saw her true horror: the chain that pierced her face was created from her own liquid silver; pulses of metal moved up and down the chain, inflaming her ear lobe and cheek with each pass. It looked painful as hell. Around her neck, a two-inch wide liquid metal band practically choked her. Tiny spines jutted out from the collar and pierced her neck at random points, leaving her skin red and raw. Yet, despite her masochistic accessories, her fierce beauty still came through; maybe even more so… to some.
			

			
				Sasha, her voice calm and silky, purred, “I’d like a word, please.” From her palms she fired two thin metallic vines that instantly wrapped the teens, confining their arms. The vines kept looping downward, despite their struggling.
			

			
				Like a roped calf, Bex fell to the ground. Trent kept his stance, but could barely fight against the tightening. His rage against her fueled his resistance.
			

			
				Sasha’s arms, outstretched, revealed more self-torturing accents: small metallic spikes protruded from the tops and undersides of her wrists. There was no blood, but the obviously old wounds had left the skin red and infected.
			

			
				Her captives secured, she said, “Nice to see you again, Trent. Still working out those anger issues?”
			

			
				Her companions finally came rushing around the corner, but slowed when they saw the boss had the situation well in hand.
			

			
				Bex yelled from the ground, “You got the twins. Let us go!”
			

			
				Sasha laughed. “I know your Daddy, Bex. Would he approve of these nocturnal activities?” To Trent she said, “But it’s you I really want to speak with. Not too late to join the cause, darling.”
			

			
				“Torture and brainwashing? No thanks, I’ve already been through high school.” On the back of his neck, a pool of liquid silver grew, silently permeating through his pores. In a last ditch effort, he mentally commanded the liquid into a long, spear-like weapon, and fired it at his shocked captor.
			

			
				The three-foot spike pierced Sasha’s torso, the tip punching through her back. Her concentration broken, the metal vines returned to liquid and splashed around them. Sasha screamed and stumbled back, her own liquid already returning toward her skin.
			

			
				Bex and Trent bolted as Sasha’s crew rushed to her aid. Cutting down an alley, then over a fence, the teens were gone.
			

			
				Sasha recovered as Trent’s metal dissolved and followed him like a magnet, though much too fast to track. She took heavy breaths and pushed away any of her men who dared try to comfort her. Finally she stood and smiled, looking to where the enemies had fled. The wound in her gut had already begun its miraculous healing.
			

			
				She looked at the shaken twins and smiled. “Welcome, gentlemen.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Trent and Bex didn’t ease up until they reached their vehicle.
			

			
				“Just like we rehearsed, right?” Trent said, panting.
			

			
				“Shut it,” Bex grunted as she yanked open the SUV door.
			

			
				They got in and sped away–leaving the threat behind.
			

			
				Bex made the call and delivered the bad news. She did a lot of listening and “uh huh-ing.”
			

			
				Trent wondered what their fate would be.
			

			
				She ended the call and sighed.
			

			
				“Well?”
			

			
				“Babysitting gig. Keep an eye on a fifteen-year-old in Orange County.”
			

			
				Now it was Trent who sighed. “Well, shit.”
			

			
				“Exactly,” she concurred.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				The pain seared and pulsed from deep inside, forcing Jake to double over. His classmates gawking, he bent to one knee. The pain was worse than ever before. It terrified him to his core, but the stares and nervous laughter of the teens all around were almost as jarring. He hated attention more than anything, and this display was more than he could bear. Mortified, he did his best to stand. Nope, not happening. This burst of agony was longer than the others.
			

			
				Jake London was actually getting used to these sudden jolts of pain. The doctor told him and his parents this was nothing more than standard growing pangs experienced by all twelve to sixteen-year-olds. Being fifteen, he fit the category, but he never saw any of his peers writhing in pain.
			

			
				But with this recent round of gut-wrenching agony, Jake wasn’t buying it. He suspected Mom and Dad knew this was something else too. They had acted so strange when it all first started happening. Weird questions too: “Does the pain feel like pushing or stabbing?” “How long does it last?” “Does it move?”
			

			
				What were they even talking about?
			

			
				The pain subsided. Panting, Jake stood and faced the curious looks of dozens of teens all around the cafeteria. He felt the all-too-familiar flush in his cheeks.
			

			
				A scruffy, red-haired boy rushed over to him. “Jesus, man!”
			

			
				Jake mumbled, “I’m OK, Scott. I’m fine.”
			

			
				“You are so all about the drama,” quipped Scott with a wry grin.
			

			
				Their brief attention spans kicked in and the cafeteria lunch crowd moved on with their texting, selfies, and gaming; some even ate.
			

			
				Jake brushed his brown hair out of his eyes, took a deep breath and found an empty table. Thankfully, his sack lunch didn’t spill out all over the floor. Sitting quickly, he cast his brown eyes downward, wanting to disappear. Thankfully, his hair hung just low enough around his face to make a curtain. Under his hoodie, his heart pounded in his thin frame.
			

			
				Scott took a seat across from him.
			

			
				“What’s going on, man?”
			

			
				“Dunno. Sharp pains. Typical stuff, the doctor says.”
			

			
				“That is not your average pain, my friend. Sounds like the doctor doesn’t know what he’s doing!”
			

			
				“I’ll be okay.”
			

			
				“Good, ‘cause I need you to cast me as the lead in your movie!”
			

			
				Jake grinned and shook his head. “You just wanna do the kiss scene with Gemma.”
			

			
				“I am insulted! I take my art very seriously, sir!”
			

			
				“Sure you do. Oh, yes… I can see Golden Globes in your future… wait, I think that’s golden arches.”
			

			
				“Ha ha. Please, Jake? Put me in the movie.”
			

			
				“You’re in, Scott. Don’t worry.”
			

			
				“Awesome! I can’t wait to tell Gemma I got the lead!”
			

			
				“Not the lead.”
			

			
				Scott looked crushed. “Come on, Jake.”
			

			
				“Nope dot com. You get to be one of the victims.”
			

			
				“Fine. At least I get killed. So who is the lucky punk who gets to kiss Gemma?”
			

			
				“Mike.”
			

			
				“Mike Donovan?! What the hell?”
			

			
				At 2:45, as the students flooded out of Irvine High School, Jake rode his skateboard home, doing nollies and kick flips and grinds all the way. He felt born to ride this thing. Next to his camcorder, which took him a year to save up for, his skateboard was his most valued possession. On his board, no one saw him. He felt invisible and free. He cruised through the suburban streets of Irvine–a small, planned community of perfectly manicured lawns and beautiful cookie-cutter homes. About thirty minutes south of Disneyland, this Orange County suburb was the squeaky clean stereotype other counties both reviled and envied.
			

			
				As the sun set lower in the Southern California sky, Jake enjoyed the silent streets. His neighborhood was a cacophony of noise during the summer, but now in fall, with cool, late October breezes blowing in the orange sky, most people were already inside. He had the streets all to himself.
			

			
				His mind drifted to his movie. He had filmed dozens of solo projects using everything from nature to action figures–Star Wars being the best–to lame puppets as the stars of his features. But soon he would direct actual people for the first time. Despite his own aversion to the spotlight, the idea of directing actors through the scenes he had written didn’t send him into anxiety meltdown. In fact, like on his skateboard, he felt alive and free behind the camera, looking through the lens. He was separate from the world, an observer. A chronicler of the human animal, to which he didn’t feel much kinship.
			

			
				For his first live-actor film, his directorial debut, he had written a masterpiece of zombie horror: Homecoming of the Dead. The title just rolled off the tongue! He couldn’t wait to get his cast going. He had Mike Donovan as lead male, Gemma Aguilar as lead female. They both had already agreed to the kissing scene, so that was settled, though her boyfriend, Cameron, wasn’t happy about it. There was also Scott, of course. Good friend, but a loose cannon. He dies early on. Then there was Johnny and Adam as the scientists. And thankfully, he had over twenty kids lined up to be zombies! He had Goth girl, Stacy, on make-up. This was going to be epic!
			

			
				The pain took him by surprise–in his thigh this time. The jolt was so abrupt he lost his footing and tumbled off the board onto the asphalt. Hard. Jake rolled over twice before being stopped by the curb, water soaking his back. Please be garden hose or sprinkler run off! Jake’s right thigh throbbed in waves of pain that felt like pushing. Like something forcing its way out! His parent’s words rang in his head.
			

			
				No sooner had the pain reached a peak, than it vanished. Jake rose, shook the water off his back as best he could. He laid down his board, ready to step on and head home, but thought better of it, opting to carry it and walk instead. Now the pain had taken away his boarding. He hated this. Time to confront the parents.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 3
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next day, Jake wandered the school halls, oblivious to the chaos surrounding him. Running, laughing, chatting, flirting; the teens managed their social lives with the skill of a Hollywood talent agent. Just the right selfie. Just the right Jeans. Just the right energy drink. Most had it down. Most got it: fit in at all costs.
			

			
				Jake felt he existed inside a bubble. He observed and chronicled the activities of others, but never stepped into their world. And he was okay with that. Silence seemed to engulf him in a private reality as he walked straight through the crowded hall without being noticed by a single classmate.
			

			
				Mom and Dad were, once again, elusive about the pains. They simply did not want to set up a doctor appointment. They did their best to convince him this would pass. It just struck him as off; there was something about their attitude he couldn’t put his finger on. As Jake pondered his parents’ odd behavior, he didn’t notice Bex casually strolling twenty feet behind him. Of course the boys noticed her in her jeans and tank top, but she paid them no mind. She only had eyes for her target.
			

			
				Holding her cell phone, ear buds and mic attached to her, Bex placated Trent.
			

			
				“Get over it, Trent. We can’t have you walking the halls. You’d be a creeper here! At least I fit in. I’ll check in later.”
			

			
				She pulled the ear buds out without giving Trent a chance to argue. A backpack over her shoulder and an aloof attitude gave her the perfect high school student disguise. Her thoughts went back to Jake. This kid hadn’t spoken to a single person since arriving. She found herself intrigued by this. What is his story? Why the loner routine?
			

			
				The bell rang, and the halls emptied. Bex headed to the library, hoping not to get called out by the staff. At first break, Bex found Jake outside under a tree. Alone. She hung back, pretending to check her phone.
			

			
				Jake pulled out his camcorder, began reviewing footage. He rewound and watched again. Even though he had the latest iPhone, with all its photographic and lens advances, he still preferred the weighty, tangible quality of the old-school camcorder. It became an extension of himself in his hands.
			

			
				He didn’t notice three boys approaching. Shadows darkened the screen. Jake looked up, saw them glaring down at him. Cameron, Levi, and Harrison. Wealthy clones, all decked out in the newest trendy clothes. They had perfect hair, perfect smiles, and perfect sarcasm. Yet all this could not hide the fact that they were arrogant dickheads.
			

			
				“Hey Spielberg!” laughed Cameron.
			

			
				Jake closed up the camcorder, slid it into his backpack.
			

			
				Cameron kicked Jake’s shoe. “Tell me you’re not filming my Gemma kissing Mike Donovan. Tell me that’s just a rumor.”
			

			
				Jake stood up, but his head hung down and shoulders slumped, his nerves all jittering in his guts.
			

			
				Cameron leaned in close, Levi and Harrison smirking. “I know what you’re trying to do, Jake,” Cameron whispered. “Forget it. Gemma will never be into you.”
			

			
				Jake hated these guys. His instinct told him to just shut up and they’d leave, but another part of him could not back down. “She volunteered, Cameron,” he said.
			

			
				“What was that?” he barked. “What did you say, you little shit?” Cameron gave Jake a test shove. He had to show dominance; had to put this freak in his place.
			

			
				Jake took a step back and balled his hands into a fist.
			

			
				“Seriously? You want to fight, little man?”
			

			
				“No. Look, I was just sitting here. You came at me. You disturbed me. Are you that insecure with your relationship that a guy like me scares you?”
			

			
				Even as Jake uttered the words, he knew he’d pushed the wrong buttons with Cameron.
			

			
				Levi, teeth shining white, laughed and said, “You gonna let him talk to you like that, Cam?”
			

			
				Without a word, Cameron threw a punch, connecting hard with Jake’s left cheek. Jake stumbled, but didn’t fall. Cameron tried to shake the pain from his knuckles while his friends laughed. He noticed Jake still standing, not falling to the ground or running away.
			

			
				“You want more, Jakey? Is that it?”
			

			
				As if on cue, the bell for class rang. Teens moved like herds back into the building. The three bullies also obeyed and started to leave, but Cameron threw back a glare and added, “Don’t let me catch you even talking to her, Jake!”
			

			
				And with that, they disappeared. Jake sighed, slung his backpack over his shoulder and headed to class, feeling like crap.
			

			
				Bex watched the whole thing play out. Jake seemed to be a nice guy, but way too timid for his own good. If the bosses were right about him, his world was about to be turned upside down. And strangely, she felt glad to be a part of it; to watch him come into his own.
			

			
				After school, Jake arrived home to what seemed like any ordinary evening. Mom came home. Dad came home. Dinner was a spread of Chinese takeout: Orange Chicken, Mongolian Beef, Kung Pao, the works.
			

			
				Greg London was a dad too cool for his own good. He dressed about his age, but with style. He was in shape, managing to somehow dodge the dad bod, and his trim, salt and pepper hair suited him. He tried to mask his concern for Jake, filling the air with news of the workday. StormRage was two months behind; the artists had been ready to revolt today because the servers kept crashing. The game would be lucky to get a spring release date.
			

			
				Tina London was youthful–outsmarting her age- and passing for ten years younger than she was. She, too, knew how to dress her age, but cool. Her shoulder-length brown hair sported some waves, but no full-on curls. She seemed to have a perpetual smile, even when pissed. Now, with Jake’s struggles, she couldn’t help but worry about her boy. Jake was the most precious thing in her life, and she was terrified for his future. It looked like the change was inevitable. She kept a watchful eye on him, but it was a waiting game now. She and Greg had agonized over whether to tell him. In the end, they decided they had to warn him. Tomorrow.
			

			
				“Mom, what? Why are you staring at me?”
			

			
				“Sorry. Was I?”
			

			
				“Kinda creepy,” Jake smiled.
			

			
				“I just can’t look away from the booger on your face,” she covered her worry. “It’s just gross, kiddo.”
			

			
				“Maybe I’m saving it for the Chow Mein!”
			

			
				“Lovely,” chimed Greg.
			

			
				They grubbed down a few more bites.
			

			
				Tina put down her chopsticks. “Jake, have you had any more pain?”
			

			
				“Today was actually pain-free.”
			

			
				“That’s a nice change,” Greg added.
			

			
				“Still, maybe it’s time to see a specialist,” Tina replied.
			

			
				Greg looked incredulously at his wife. “No. I don’t think that’s a good idea, err… yet.”
			

			
				There was an unspoken exchange between them; Jake had seen a lot of that lately.
			

			
				“Okay. What is going on with you two?”
			

			
				Ignoring Jake, Tina continued, “Greg, I really think it’s time.”
			

			
				Jake, now irritated, raised his voice for attention. “Time for what? Tell me what’s going on!”
			

			
				Greg sighed. “Fine. Fine. I’ll make the call tomorrow.”
			

			
				“What call?”
			

			
				“A new doctor, Jake. A specialist for the pain–that’s all,” replied Tina.
			

			
				Greg went back to eating, clearly not happy.
			

			
				“Great. Excellent. Now can we stop the awkward fighting?”
			

			
				“We weren’t fighting,” added Greg.
			

			
				“Oh, sure!” Jake laughed, and everyone lightened up a bit. “My parents, denial level: expert.”
			

			
				“How dare you!” Tina tossed a Chow Mein noodle at Jake, landing on his forehead.
			

			
				“Really, Mom?” He picked it off and stuck it in his mouth so it hung out; both his parents laughed. At last, things seemed normal again.
			

			
				After dinner and the dishes, Jake started toward his room. “Anyone up for Battlefront?”
			

			
				“Can’t tonight. Crisis mode at work,” Greg said, already on his laptop.
			

			
				“I’m too tired, sweetie,” Tina added. “You’ll have to take down the Empire without us.”
			

			
				“Probably for the best. You old folks just slow me down, anyway.”
			

			
				Greg protested, “I was a gamer long before you were born!”
			

			
				“But Pac-Man doesn’t count, Dad!”
			

			
				They laughed as Jake vanished down the hall.
			

			
				Moments later, Jake was battling on war-torn Hoth, taking down AT-ATs. He chatted with Scott through his gaming headset as his hands worked the mouse-keyboard combo like they were an extension of his limbs. The background music selection was a Nine Inch Nails playlist designed to get him amped for battle.
			

			
				Scott spoke in Jake’s ear. “I heard about the trouble today.”
			

			
				“Maybe I should just pull the plug on the movie,” Jake sighed.
			

			
				“You’re joking, I hope.”
			

			
				“I don’t know.”
			

			
				“Don’t let those asshats get to you. They–hey, watch your left. Vader just showed up!”
			

			
				“Got it. Look, maybe the movie is just a headache I don’t need.”
			

			
				“Stormtroopers on the right!” Scott yelled.
			

			
				“They are mine! Check out–”
			

			
				The pain racked his whole body this time! Jake’s muscles spasmed and twitched and he fell to the floor, headphones yanked off his head. He could hear Scott’s distant voice calling out. But it soon faded into a searing fire in his brain. The playlist rocked on. He tried to call for his parents, but only liquid gargles would come out. He rolled over onto his stomach, and his eyes shot wide open at the site of liquid metal flooding from his quivering mouth, coating the carpet in silver.
			

			
				He coughed and managed to cry out, “Mom! MOM!”
			

			
				Another wave of pain made his arms buckle, and he toppled face-first into the metallic mess. The tiniest part of his brain that somehow held on to rational thought could not help but notice the song permeating from the speakers: “The Beginning of the End.”
			

			
				Greg and Tina burst into the room, eyes shocked at the display.
			

			
				Jake reached for them and screamed when more liquid metal seeped from the pores along his arm. He began to cry, but his eyes filled with more silver, overflowing and streaming down his cheeks. Tina rushed to his side, lying next to him. She tried to soothe him, stroking Jake’s hair as his muscles locked and spasmed.
			

			
				Greg pulled out his phone, speed dialed a number. To Tina, he said: “Calling him now.” She nodded in return.
			

			
				Into the phone, Greg said, “It’s London. Yes. Yes. Full conversion. Happening now. Ok, We’ll be here.”
			

			
				The pain forced Jake to arch his back in a horribly twisted pose. More liquid metal seeped from his flesh, coating his stomach. The metallic substance on the floor began to move on its own, morphing into shapes, congealing and releasing like a giant silvery Lava Lamp. The liquid on Jake’s arm leapt from his flesh to merge and meld with the undulating mass rising from the floor. The silver on his stomach reached up toward the ceiling, forming a long, writhing tentacle.
			

			
				The tendril whipped about uncontrollably, knocking pictures and posters off the wall, smashing Jake’s TV, and tipping the dresser.
			

			
				Tina shielded her head, but remained by her son. She whispered, “I promise, this will be over soon.”
			

			
				Jake, jaw clenched shut, was unable to utter a word. He could only watch through blurred eyes as monstrous projections that stemmed from his torso and floor and flailed about uncontrollably destroyed his room.
			

			
				Greg rushed to Jake’s other side, using his arm to help pin his son in place. “Hang on, Jake.”
			

			
				Jake thought he would die right then and there, and as the pain went on, he wished he would. The random tendrils spiraled upward, merged near the ceiling, then, as one, splashed down over Jake and his parents. The pool of liquid silver swirled and immediately moved to Jake’s flesh. He frantically wiped at the liquid on his arms, but the metallic substance was determined to coat his skin.
			

			
				“No! Get it off! Get it off me!” Jake cried out, overwhelmed by panic.
			

			
				Tina soothed him. “Let it happen, Jake. Just… hold on.”
			

			
				Jake forced himself to stop fighting the pools of liquid metal, his hands shaking as the silver covered him. Suddenly, the metal began re-entering his skin through the pores as though the scene played back in reverse. Jake expected more pain, but to his surprise, absorbing the liquid gave only a faint tingling sensation.
			

			
				Silence filled the demolished room. At last Jake took a deep breath, “Shit!”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 4
			

			
				 
			

			
				Steam swirled up from the hot coffee before him. Jake shuddered as the smoky tendrils brought back hideous visions of the nightmare that had just taken place in his bedroom. He sat shirtless on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket. He reached for the coffee. The hot liquid soothed his frayed nerves.
			

			
				Greg leaned forward in the chair to Jake’s right, elbows on his knees. Concern etched all over his face.
			

			
				Tina entered the living room, placed a cool washcloth on Jake’s forehead, then sat next to him.
			

			
				“Am I dying?” he asked nervously.
			

			
				“No, sweetheart. What happened is a miracle. A miracle!” laughed Tina. Unable to contain herself, she hugged her son insanely tight.
			

			
				“Mom! I’m freaking out! What happened?”
			

			
				Greg put his hand on Jake’s shoulder. “It’s an ability, Jake. An incredible ability that only a few have.”
			

			
				Tina finally released her death grip on her son. “I know it was frightening. The conversion is never easy. But soon you’ll learn to control it and use it.”
			

			
				“Control it? No way. I never want to go through that again!”
			

			
				“And you won’t,” said Greg. “The conversion episode is tough for us all, but it’s only like that once.”
			

			
				“Wait–‘us?!’” Jake’s eyes went wide.
			

			
				Tina and Greg exchanged looks. “Let’s show him,” said Tina.
			

			
				She held her palm open and instantly liquid metal pooled. She focused on the metal and quickly small tendrils rose up and took shape. Suddenly a metallic butterfly emerged from the pool. It levitated up and animated–wings gently flapping.
			

			
				“Whoa!”
			

			
				“You think that’s something… check this out!” exclaimed Greg. He thrust out both palms and shot forth two streams of the liquid metal. The streams united and formed a long dragon! The metal creature sprouted wings and soared to the ceiling and began circling the room.
			

			
				Jake’s face was a mix of confusion, awe, and terror.
			

			
				Greg smiled at Tina, then his dragon swooped down and gobbled the adorable butterfly.
			

			
				“Hey! You butt!”
			

			
				“Survival of the fittest!”
			

			
				The creations dissolved back to liquid and immediately returned to the open hands of their owners.
			

			
				Jake stood up, anguished. “You knew! All this time! You knew this would happen to me! Why didn’t you warn me!?”
			

			
				Tina sighed. “We weren’t sure if you’d have it. This ability never emerges until adolescence. We didn’t know, so we didn’t want to burden you unnecessarily.”
			

			
				“But what is this!?”
			

			
				“Alright, Jake,” said Greg calmly. “You deserve to know everything. Your world is about to go off the rails.”
			

			
				Jake slowly sat, shaking, his eyes fixed on his dad.
			

			
				“Our bodies contain millions of microscopic computers. Nanotechnology. I know you’re familiar with it.”
			

			
				“Like, doctors use them for attacking tumors and disease, right?”
			

			
				Greg continued. “These are nanobots… on steroids, Jake. They are connected to us, part of us; they can create almost anything we can think up.”
			

			
				“But how? How can this exist?”
			

			
				Tina chimed in, “This is going to be a tough pill to swallow, sweetie. Long time ago, Dad and I worked for the government.”
			

			
				There was a long moment of silence, then Jake burst out laughing.
			

			
				Greg and Tina certainly didn’t expect this reaction.
			

			
				“Come on now,” chuckled Greg. “Is it really so far-fetched?”
			

			
				“Like spies?!”
			

			
				“No. Nothing like that. Weapons lab geeks.”
			

			
				“No way.”
			

			
				“Way. Our team enabled all manner of destruction in the name of freedom and democracy. We did our part, never questioning orders.”
			

			
				Tina added, “But then in 1995, something was brought into our lab. No one told us where it came from or who’d invented the tech.”
			

			
				“All above our pay grade. Our orders were to weaponize the substance.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				INTERLUDE, 1995
			

			
				 
			

			
				A dozen military officers and Secret Service agents exited a sterile laboratory. The gray, refrigerator-sized crate stood out among the white floors, walls, and ceilings. Thirty men and women in white lab coats surrounded the metal box in a hushed silence. A younger Greg held a clipboard, studying the attached briefing. A younger Tina stood next to him, trying to read his face.
			

			
				“Is it true?” she asked.
			

			
				Greg glanced around at his fellow scientists, anticipation and concern etched across their faces.
			

			
				“I want all focus directed on this project. Everything else is on hold until further notice. What we have in our possession will change the world. What we do here, now, will change everything.”
			

			
				They set to work opening the crate. Sealed inside, under plastic and nitrous, a gelatinous mass of liquid silver writhed and undulated. The scientists moved with caution, fearful this mass somehow had intelligence, a sentient being. They’d been given so little data during the briefing with Command, and the documentation provided was intentionally vague. Now that they were face to face with the true subject, many of them were filled with dread.
			

			
				Fortunately, the scientific mind quickly overcame their fears of the unknown, and soon the work began. The first phase was analysis. Over the course of weeks, the scientists discovered the mass consisted of billions of microscopic CPUs–computers the size of cells.
			

			
				This was beyond any technology known to exist. Even more unsettling, the nanobots were made of a material that could not be found in any database on the planet. Their outer body behaved similar to mercury, but the function, the purpose programmed into each nanobot remained a mystery. Washington refused even to acknowledge the existence of the nanos, making questions impossible to answer. Blunt orders came to them time and again: weaponize.
			

			
				Phase two was creative exploration. Someone came up with the idea of injection. They started with mice, and what happened next shocked them all to their core. The mice, one by one, erupted in small bursts of the liquid metal. Spikes and tendrils shot forth randomly from the flesh of the rodents. But all too soon, the nanobots overwhelmed each tiny creature, and all perished. Interestingly though, the nanos that had been injected also ceased to react or reboot, essentially “dying” along with their living host.
			

			
				Instead of proceeding with caution, their superiors demanded results at a near reckless pace. They moved up to injecting chimpanzees far sooner than anyone felt comfortable with. Greg and Tina went to battle with their leadership all too often, only to come up against a brick wall. The chimpanzees initially had the same violent reaction to the nanobots, but these mammals were able to handle the conversion shock and some even learned how to retract the liquid back into their flesh.
			

			
				In no time, the chimps began performing miracles–controlling and mentally commanding the nanobots to change shape. The chimps would create solutions to obstacles in the path to rewards: tentacles to grasp bananas from a distance, long hooks to swing over a chasm, a sphere to roll and knock over a blockade, etc. The chimps excelled at every task set before them.
			

			
				Then they took to sabotage. The scientists would arrive in the morning to find the cage doors open, food supplies plundered, and chaotic messes everywhere. Sometimes the chimps would summon a thin cord and trip a passing scientist. Sometimes the rascals would spill their hosts’ coffee. They weren’t smarter than normal chimps; they’d just been given a very useful ability and had learned to utilize their new tools perfectly.
			

			
				Under pressure from above, the scientists had to move to phase three far too soon: human trials. The scientists argued and debated tirelessly. Greg and Tina refused to inject humans with this potentially dangerous substance. They had supporters, but so did the opposition, who believed they needed to obey orders. Many of these scientists were genuinely intrigued by the human trials and were eager to see them move forward.
			

			
				In the end, Greg and Tina challenged everyone on the team to give themselves the injections. He and Tina agreed, there was no stopping the experimentation on humans. They felt compelled to take the risks themselves. How could they be expected to ask others to do it, if they weren’t willing to?
			

			
				“You want to obey orders? Risk someone’s life? Fine!” exclaimed Greg as he held up a syringe filled with the nanobots. Everyone shouted in horror; yelled at him to stop, but too late: Greg thrust the syringe into his stomach and pushed the plunger. He blacked out as his fellow scientists rushed to him.
			

			
				As the others tended to Greg, Tina stepped back, quietly lay on a gurney and injected herself. Just as the team spotted her, she blacked out.
			

			
				Days later found Greg and Tina healthy and strong, already experimenting with their new abilities. The rest of the team, having recovered from the shock of the leap forward, now reveled in the colleagues’ successful trial.
			

			
				The celebration didn’t last long. Philosophical differences started to surface. Some wanted to exploit the tech, use it to change and improve the world. Others, like Greg and Tina, wanted to help mankind from the background, keep the secret. Then there was a third group who felt the project had already gone too far. That the merging of human DNA and nanotech machines would alter what it meant to be a human. They wanted the whole program stopped and all the tech wiped out., even though they had injected the nanos into themselves as well. Washington’s perspective was always the same: secrecy at all cost. The government backed Greg and Tina, but that didn’t stop the in-fighting.
			

			
				Scientists argued in the lab. Finger-pointing. Hands thrown up in exasperation. Clipboards slammed to the ground. The situation became impossible. They couldn’t work together any longer, but no one wanted to leave the facility to the others. Fighting broke out. Friends became enemies. Pushing and shoving escalated until nano weapons had been deliberately created, fulfilling their original mandate.
			

			
				It was a dark time. Scientists became warriors waging open war in the facility. Nearly everything was lost. Greg and Tina protected each other and their allies, pummeling any foes who came at them with their nano creations. The government sided with them and gave military support. They routed their enemies and kept control of the lab and the technology. Before the battle was over, there were deaths that were kept silent, and emotional wounds that would never heal.
			

			
				Fast forward a few years; the Initiate program came about, although burdened under a lot of controversy and regret. Volunteer children of the scientists were given injections of the nanos. Over twenty kids, between five and ten-years-old, sat nervously on hospital tables, their parents with them, holding syringes.
			

			
				But none of the children displayed even the slightest symptoms of the nanotech, until a week later when Sasha, a twelve-year-old girl, suddenly made the conversion in her home. Analysis revealed that her nanos had lain dormant, not bonding with her DNA until certain specific hormonal levels and maturity activated them. Adolescence was the trigger.
			

			
				Young Sasha sat alone in a sterile room. Her Mother, Brenda, sat at the opposite end, clipboard in hand. Sasha summoned a small, dancing ballerina in her palm. Her mother was ecstatic.
			

			
				Greg and Tina knew it was wrong to involve children. Regret filled them, knowing they had been the start of this. The program eventually created hundreds of new agents. The government continued with the research and trials because enemy groups, bent on domination and control, were doing the same. Somehow they’d got their hands on their own nano supply and were increasing their numbers at alarming rates.
			

			
				The lab was now alive with scores of teens and adults creating and practicing their abilities. It was out of control. Something had to be done to stop the escalation. Greg and Tina did terrible things in the name of the greater good; including leading a team of scientists-turned-agents gliding on metallic wings through the city to land on a warehouse rooftop. Each wore black military uniforms to camouflage against the night sky.
			

			
				They had to maintain supremacy over the other factions. They infiltrated the building; silently they killed guards by forming and pulsing metallic spikes through their throats. In a secure chamber, the agents siphoned off the liquid nanotech from large spherical containers. Their prize in hand, the invaders faded back into the shadows.
			

			
				The thefts only served to increase the bitterness and hatred between the factions, escalating the violence. More lives were lost, and the government labeled the opposition as “terrorists.” Finally, after years of incursion and bloodshed, the factions eventually achieved a shaky truce. Greg and Tina mourned the loss of dear friends, including Brenda. Sasha disappeared from their numbers shortly after the accord and resurfaced as an agent for one of the enemy factions.
			

			
				Peace existed now, but small skirmishes still occurred. However, the day Greg and Tina learned she was pregnant, they went underground to lie low. They’d love to say “retired,” but they both knew no one ever truly leaves their faction.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 5
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jake sat silently, staring at the now empty coffee mug. Greg and Tina anxiously awaited some kind of reaction.
			

			
				“You said injections,” he finally broke the silence.
			

			
				Tina spoke up. “Yes, everyone in our faction ended up accepting the injections and participating in the experiment.”
			

			
				“Why would you inject me with this?!”
			

			
				“That’s the thing,” began Greg. “You weren’t injected.”
			

			
				“Then how–”
			

			
				“We had no way of knowing it could happen, though I suppose we suspected it could. Jake, you were born with the nanos in your DNA. It’s a miracle! Mom and I had the nanotech in our systems when she got pregnant. The substance does more than just inhabit a body like a parasitic symbiosis. It actually invades and permeates the DNA. It was passed down to you genetically, in the womb. Of course, we couldn’t know if it would activate or stay dormant until you reached adolescence. And now that we know…”
			

			
				Tina wrapped her arms around Jake. “And that makes you very special.”
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“You’re a wildcard, an anomaly. No one has any idea how your Mechcraft might manifest.”
			

			
				“Mech–what?”
			

			
				“Mechcraft. What we create with our nanos; Dad actually coined the term. The mastery of the nanotech–the objects we create are ‘mechs.’”
			

			
				“And you have no idea what may happen to me? So it might kill me!”
			

			
				“No, no. The nanos actually fight illness and injury. You’re going to be fine, Jake. Better than you’ve ever felt in your life, actually.”
			

			
				Greg stood and announced: “We better pack.”
			

			
				“Pack?”
			

			
				“There’s more to this, Jake, and this part I am so very sorry to have brought upon you.” Greg took a deep breath. “We have enemies, Jake. If word gets out about you, all our lives will be in danger.”
			

			
				“What? I don’t understand.”
			

			
				“We’ll explain on the way.” Greg walked down the hall to the bedroom.
			

			
				“On the way to where?” Jake called after him. “Mom?”
			

			
				Tina stood and helped Jake to his feet. “Back to our old headquarters. A safe house. They can protect us.”
			

			
				“So we’re just… leaving?”
			

			
				“Sorry, sweetheart. We have to. We’re not safe here anymore.”
			

			
				Jake became seriously worked up. “Okay. I didn’t ask for any of this! I have a life, you know! I don’t want to… I can’t just run away and hide somewhere.”
			

			
				Tina started to lead him down the hall. “We don’t have a choice. We’ll explain on the road. Now pack a bag, at least enough for a few days. Our escort will be here soon.”
			

			
				Jake pulled his hand away from hers. “I don’t like any of this.”
			

			
				A knock at the door made Tina freeze and tense up. Greg rushed past, “It’s okay, T. Our ride’s here.” He opened the door and let Trent and Bex in.
			

			
				“Greg. Tina. Nice to see the OGs again!” exclaimed Trent, shaking Greg’s hand.
			

			
				Bex smiled and hugged them both. “Dad sends his regards.”
			

			
				“Nice to see you kids again,” said Tina. “Gotta pack!” she said, turning back down the hall.
			

			
				“Kids?” called Trent. “I’m eighteen now, Mrs. London!”
			

			
				Greg laughs, “Okay, okay, Trent. Guys, this is Jake. Jake, this is Trent and Rebecca.”
			

			
				“Call me Bex,” she added, shaking Jake’s hand.
			

			
				“How’s the pain?” asked Trent, also shaking hands.
			

			
				“Gone, but I’m officially freaked out.”
			

			
				“Years of therapy will take care of that,” quipped Trent.
			

			
				“Probably,” added Bex.
			

			
				Greg closed the door; spotting an incredulous look on his son’s face. “What?”
			

			
				“Dad, are you sure about this?”
			

			
				“These guys? Trent and Bex are top level agents. Yeah, they’re young, but–”
			

			
				“No, not them! This whole thing!”
			

			
				Trent stepped in, “We’ll keep you safe. Don’t sweat it.”
			

			
				“First, I didn’t need any protection till about an hour ago, so safe from who, exactly? No one knows about me, so why all the security?”
			

			
				Greg had had enough. They simply did not have time for debate. “Jake, I need you to please just go and pack a few things. You’re going to have to trust us on this.”
			

			
				“What choice do I have?” he started to move to the hall.
			

			
				The doorbell rang. Greg, Trent, and Bex exchanged worried looks. Greg nodded to the others and moved toward the door. Trent and Bex took up positions ten feet behind. Jake wondered why everyone was so damned paranoid. Had they all lost their minds?
			

			
				Greg peered through the peephole and sighed. “It’s just Scott.”
			

			
				He opened the door. Scott looked nervous. “Hi, Mr. London. Is Jake okay?”
			

			
				Before Greg could answer, Jake stepped to the door. He’d forgotten all about collapsing with his friend on the other end of the headset.
			

			
				“Scott. Hey man, I’m fine. Sorry to leave you hanging like that.”
			

			
				“Glad to hear it. Had us all worried!”
			

			
				“Us?” asked Jake.
			

			
				“Me and my friends,” he said coldly.
			

			
				From around the corner of the house stepped Sasha. Behind her, five agents in black military uniforms spread out.
			

			
				“What the hell?” exclaimed Jake. Sasha’s horrifying accessories shocked and sickened him. The pulsing metal. The raw flesh. It was almost too much to take in.
			

			
				Greg pulled Jake back as Trent and Bex took positions in the front entryway.
			

			
				Greg yelled, “You can’t be here, Sasha! The treaty–”
			

			
				“The treaty is dead, Greg! You know why we’re here. No one has to get hurt.”
			

			
				From the back, Jake saw Scott’s worried face. “Scott? What is this?”
			

			
				“Sorry, Jake. Time to grow up.”
			

			
				Trent couldn’t stop glaring at Sasha. Bex took note; knew he was about to snap and screw everything up.
			

			
				Sasha held her hands out, nanos forming in her cupped palms. “So I assume we’ll do this the hard way then?”
			

			
				Bex pushed Trent aside and slammed the front door, locking it.
			

			
				Tina rushed in from the hall, “Hunters! Two on the side!”
			

			
				Greg pulled Jake further from the door. “Five out front. Sasha’s with them.”
			

			
				“Shit.”
			

			
				Three metallic tentacles crashed through the front window, each the thickness of a telephone pole. They each hooked onto an area of the wall and pulled, ripping the front of the house completely apart. Beams crashed down, along with drywall chunks and torn insulation. The mess kicked up a thick dust filled with toxins from the wreckage.
			

			
				Dozens of metal spikes came flying in through the dust. Greg stepped in front of Jake and threw up a shield of nanos to protect them. Trent and Bex dove, returning fire with dozens of tiny spheres. Tina ducked back into the hall, facing the bedrooms as the sound of glass shattering echoed from Jake’s room. Two Hunter agents stepped into the hall, and Tina dropped them both with well-placed metal spears. She absorbed her nanos and backed slowly into the living room, close to Greg.
			

			
				“What are we going to do?” Jake tried to stifle his panic.
			

			
				Tina and Greg exchanged knowing looks. “Get you out of here,” he replied.
			

			
				A metallic beam crashed through the ceiling. Debris and dust exploded in the living room like an avalanche.
			

			
				Sasha laughed from outside; it was a profoundly disturbing sound. “Do we really need all the theatrics? Give us Jake and we leave. Simple as that.”
			

			
				Tina’s rage took hold, “Never going to happen, bitch!”
			

			
				“Aaww, Tina, don’t be like that,” Sasha called out. “You made me, after all.”
			

			
				“I should’ve killed you when I had the chance!”
			

			
				“I get that a lot,” she laughed again.
			

			
				Bex stood and launched several thin, deadly sharp discs through the dust and into the front yard. Outside, one agent dropped, screaming and clutching his neck. The discs returned to Bex, liquefied once again. The remaining agents returned fire with another barrage of spikes, striking no one.
			

			
				Greg motioned for Trent and Bex to come to them. They whispered to each other. “Tell me you didn’t park out front,” said Greg.
			

			
				“Uh! Down the street,” Trent was almost insulted.
			

			
				“Good man. Take Jake out the back and get him to Phalanx. We’ll distract the Hunters and meet you later.”
			

			
				“Dad, no! I won’t leave you guys!”
			

			
				“It’s our only chance,” urged Tina. “Go with them. We’ll be right behind; I promise.”
			

			
				“It’s the best plan, Jake. Come on,” urged Bex.
			

			
				Tina pulled Bex in close and whispered something in her ear. Bex looked shocked at the revelation being delivered.
			

			
				“So now you know what’s at stake,” added Tina.
			

			
				“I understand. We won’t fail.”
			

			
				Hunters approached the house, crunching across glass and wood.
			

			
				“Here they come. Go, Jake, please!” hissed Greg.
			

			
				Jake hugged them both tightly.
			

			
				“We love you,” whispered Tina.
			

			
				“Love you too. Right behind me, right?!”
			

			
				“Promise,” said Greg.
			

			
				Jake hugged them again, then followed Trent and Bex through the kitchen and out into the backyard.
			

			
				“Let’s take these assholes out!” Greg grunted to Tina. She nodded with a deadly serious look on her face, all traces of the caring mom stripped away for this fight.
			

			
				Greg lowered his shield, and they both fired metal daggers, catching the invaders off guard. Impaled by dozens of the blades, three more agents fell.
			

			
				A lone agent stepped into the hall from Jake’s room and fired a metallic mesh net from his palms. Just before capture, Tina retaliated with a large sphere that caught the net and sent it, along with the sphere, back at the agent, knocking him into the wall.
			

			
				Greg let fly an ultra-thin wire and mentally positioned it end-to-end across the gaping opening of their living room at about five feet high. Sure enough, fast moving enemies stormed in, and two caught the wire right at their throats, sending them to the ground, clutching at their tortured necks.
			

			
				This was almost too easy. They’d rejoin the kids in no time.
			

			
				Then another massive beam crashed through the ceiling–right above their heads–Greg and Tina dodged the beam itself, but got pummeled by the debris collapsing all around.
			

			
				Sasha entered, followed by the remaining agents. “Shouldn’t give away your position like that.”
			

			
				Greg scrambled to throw off wooden beams, drywall, and insulation. He bled red and silver from his head and torso.Tina lay unmoving. Red and silver spread out beneath her still form.
			

			
				“Where is he, Greg?”
			

			
				He grunted, “Go to hell.”
			

			
				“I could make it quick for you. Tell me where he is and I’ll do that as a favor for old time’s sake.”
			

			
				Greg laughed, coughing up blood.
			

			
				Realization sunk into Sasha; she turned to her agents. “Search the area! He’s gone already! Couldn’t have gotten far!”
			

			
				The agents bolted to their vehicles. Scott emerged from around the corner of the house, hidden during the fight. As sirens in the distance approached, he mumbled nervously, “Shouldn’t we get out of here?”
			

			
				Sasha summoned a writhing metallic tentacle, which quickly slammed Scott into the nearby wall. He shut his mouth.
			

			
				Greg reached over the rubble, weakly stroking Tina’s hair. Sasha glared at them.
			

			
				“You are getting what you deserve. And know this: your son will either join the Hunters or die. Enjoy oblivion!”
			

			
				The sirens grew louder.
			

			
				Greg didn’t acknowledge her venomous words, his focus solely on his unmoving wife.
			

			
				Sasha, confident of their impending death, stormed out in a huff. Outside, she turned and created one last beam and commanded it to crush another part of the roof, caving in most of the rest of the house. She smiled at her handiwork.
			

			
				Long before the sirens arrived, the three teens had hopped into a BMW. Fearing recognition, Bex had thought it prudent to change vehicles and ditch the SUV. Trent drove away while Jake sat in the back seat, looking over his shoulder to see his home collapse in the distance.
			

			
				“No! We have to go back!”
			

			
				“Not gonna happen, Jake,” said Trent.
			

			
				“They’re in trouble!”
			

			
				Bex turned around in the front passenger seat and reached a hand out to Jake’s shoulder. “You know we can’t go back. I’m sorry, Jake. This is what they wanted.”
			

			
				“I don’t care what they wanted! They need our help!”
			

			
				“And what are you going to do for them, Jake?” asked Trent. “Can you handle your shit? No. You go back there and they kill you–or worse.”
			

			
				They turned onto Culver Drive and raced onto the 5 Freeway, heading north. Their stronghold stood in downtown Los Angeles.
			

			
				Headlights came up on them fast.
			

			
				Bex exclaimed, “Hunters!”
			

			
				Three SUVs raced up to their black BMW.
			

			
				“Watch me lose these dicks,” Trent said with a grin.
			

			
				He drifted hard around a corner, then floored the pedal. The SUVs weren’t so easily shaken, and they managed to keep up. An agent leaned out the window of the lead vehicle and opened his palm. He created a large hook and chain and launched it at the car.
			

			
				Jake ducked as the hook smashed through the rear window, connecting and gripping through the fabric of the back seat. The agent released the other end of the chain, commanding it to wrap around a tree trunk. The chain immediately went taut, ripping part of the body and trunk right off the car. The back seat remained partially intact, but totally exposed to the enemy.
			

			
				Jake cried out.
			

			
				Bex started moving to the back, “Trade me.”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Switch seats!”
			

			
				“No! I…I can handle it!”
			

			
				Trent yelled at him. “Do as she says, Jake!”
			

			
				“I appreciate the chivalry, but get your ass up here!”
			

			
				Jake reluctantly complied as the SUVs closed in. Bex settled into the back seat, facing their enemies.
			

			
				“Watch and learn, kids!” she exclaimed and opened her palms, spilling out hundreds of small chrome spikes, littering the road.
			

			
				The first SUV barreled over the spikes, lost control, and crashed into the concrete center divide–abruptly ending their pursuit.
			

			
				The other two SUVs weaved their way through the wreckage, giving Trent a breather to punch it and widen the gap between them. Relentless, the SUVs were catching up fast. They split up, attempting to flank the BMW.
			

			
				“Here they come!” yelled Bex. She launched a long blade at the front tire of the closest SUV, but the driver created a shield over the tire, deflecting her attack.
			

			
				Both SUVs raced up alongside them, all windows rolled down. On the left, Hunters launched metallic blades and spears. Bex threw herself to the other side of the back seat to dodge the barrage, but wasn’t quite fast enough; she took a hit to the leg. Bex flinched, grabbing her thigh. Jake’s eyes went wide as he watched Bex’s leg leak red and silver before she could coat the long cut in liquid metal, sealing the wound.
			

			
				Trent cut the wheel, slamming the BMW into the passenger door of the left side SUV, sending it screeching away.The other SUV pulled in close on the BMW’s passenger side. The rear door of the SUV opened, and an agent leaned out. He stretched a leg out toward the car. Trent grinned and cut the wheel directly toward him–smashing into the rear door and crushing the agent’s leg and chest. The BMW immediately eased away, and the agent–no longer pinned–dropped out of the vehicle to the unforgiving road below.
			

			
				The driver’s side SUV came roaring back, closing in tight. The passenger agent leaned out the window and launched two serrated-edged blades onto the roof of the car. By his mental command, his mechs begin tearing through the roof. Jake ducked low just in time as metal teeth punch through the roof and start to shred everything in their path. Trent leaned his head calmly out of the path of one of the saws.
			

			
				“Little help, Bex.”
			

			
				Bex leaned over and tossed a liquid mass of nanos at the agent, forming the mech tightly across the enemy’s nose and mouth! Unable to breathe, he released his saws, desperately grasping at the mech attached to his face.
			

			
				Trent sped up, trying to put distance between them and the persistent jerks on their tail.
			

			
				The struggling agent managed to pull the mech off his face, gasping for breath.
			

			
				“Nice trick,” laughs Trent.
			

			
				“One of my faves.” Bex smiled, calling back her nanos.
			

			
				Both SUVs rushed back into the chase. Trent weaved through traffic, keeping watch as the enemies drove past, then kept their distance.
			

			
				“What are they–?” Trent’s sentence was cut short as a thick metal cord suddenly stretched across their path, from one SUV to other. He slammed on the brakes, but too late–the taut, silvery cable cut into the car, shearing off the top six inches as the SUVs braked to spring their trap. Bex and Jake ducked as the cord sliced through and turned to watch the remains of the roof bounce and glide into the lane behind them–other traffic dodging out of its chaotic path.
			

			
				Bex saw the panic in Jake’s eyes. “It’s going to be okay, Jake.”
			

			
				The car drifted into the lane to the right and slowed. Trent had slumped in the seat, only his seatbelt keeping him upright, his forehead nearly hitting the wheel. Blood and silver leaked from a gaping head wound. The cord had clipped him good.
			

			
				“Trent!”
			

			
				Jake and Bex each grabbed a shoulder and supported Trent. The car continued its drift as they struggled to pull Trent’s limp body out of the driver’s seat. Bex looked up. They were headed directly for the guardrail of an overpass with only seconds before they hit and plummeted over.
			

			
				“Hurry Jake!”
			

			
				Jake managed to get most of Trent into the passenger seat and swapped places, grabbing the wheel and cranking it just in time to avoid sailing off the overpass. He clumsily fumbled with the petals and lurched the car forward.
			

			
				Bex quickly examined Trent’s wound. She fought the urge to cry. It was bad.
			

			
				“Drive!”
			

			
				“I only just got my Learner’s Permit!”
			

			
				“Fake it then!”
			

			
				The Hunters approached on both sides once more. Windows down, the agents cautiously leaned out, preparing to strike.
			

			
				Bex eyed all the enemies coming for them. “Screw this!” She summoned her nanos and created a large angular wedge, almost a pyramid, and dropped it into the next lane.
			

			
				The SUV’s front passenger tire struck Bex’s mini ramp, launching it onto its side, sending it crashing hard into the driver’s door. Carried by momentum, the big vehicle buckled and rolled, ending their pursuit.
			

			
				Bex turned to face the last SUV. “Cut in front of it!”
			

			
				Jake cranked the wheel and got them into the same lane as the enemy. Bex created a large vertical disc, razor-thin and spinning. She launched the five foot diameter weapon straight at the SUV. The spinning blade struck the vehicle dead center and cut through the hood, engine block, and windshield, and came to rest halfway down the body in the back seat.
			

			
				Bex quickly recalled the nanos and smiled as the split SUV floundered off to the side of the road, the terrified agents fleeing the wreck. Jake kept his cool and sped on into the night.
			

			
				Trent stirred; Bex turned and touched his shoulder. She whispered, “We’re okay, Trent. It’s over.”
			

			
				Barely conscious, Trent muttered, “Safe house,” then fell back into unconsciousness.
			

			
				“I know where to go,” she said to Jake, and directed him to take the 91 Freeway West when they came upon the interchange.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 6
			

			
				 
			

			
				The quiet suburban two-story stood on a cul-de-sac in a peaceful, ordinary neighborhood in Lakewood. The home was bland; light gray walls and a dark gray roof completely blending in with all the other newish homes. It was perfect for them.
			

			
				The mangled car sat idling in the driveway. Jake waited as Bex commanded a thin vine-like mech under the narrowest crease in the garage door. She maneuvered the mech over to the garage door opener and depressed the button. The large door rolled up, and Bex recalled her nanos.
			

			
				Jake drove the chugging, complaining car into the garage, alongside an older model mini-van, and shut it down. The car’s engine sputtered off, relieved its work was done. He hopped out and immediately hit the button to close the garage door. He breathed a sigh of relief when the door finally closed all the way.
			

			
				Jake returned to the car and helped Bex get Trent up and out. She led them into the house and to the living room. They laid Trent gently down on the sofa. Jake looked around after Bex turned on the kitchen light. The place was completely nondescript: dining table, four chairs, a sofa, and heavy curtains. He glanced into the kitchen; at least there was a refrigerator.
			

			
				Bex returned from the bathroom and went to Trent’s side. She went to work on his wound, cleaning it. Jake was surprised to see how small the wound actually was. In the car, he could swear it was much larger and gaping horribly. Now it was barely more than a scratch and the bleeding had stopped.
			

			
				“Looks a lot better.”
			

			
				She wiped the last of the blood away from Trent’s forehead. “The nanos heal us fast.”
			

			
				“So he’ll be alright?”
			

			
				“He’ll be his old smart ass self in a few hours.”
			

			
				Jake opened the fridge, it was stocked with bottled water. He grabbed two, then looked in the pantry. It was packed with canned soups, chili, vegetables, and a variety of non-perishable snacks; granola bars and Pop-Tarts, mostly. Brown Sugar Cinnamon flavor, thank God.
			

			
				Jake sat at the dining table just off the kitchen. Emotional exhaustion began to set in. He caught himself staring blankly at the water. He had left his parents in mortal danger, and seeing his home crushed, he felt sick not knowing if they were safe.
			

			
				Bex appeared in the chair across from him. How long had she been sitting there?
			

			
				“One of those for me?” she pointed at the chilled water.
			

			
				“Sorry,” he replied. “Blanked out.” He handed a bottle to Bex. She looked as wiped out as he did.
			

			
				“You looked pretty deep in your thoughts.”
			

			
				She waited for Jake to reply. He didn’t. She continued, “Your parents are fine, I’m sure. They know how to handle themselves.”
			

			
				“I wish I shared your confidence.”
			

			
				“We’ll get to L.A. and they’ll be there waiting. You’ll see.” But even she didn’t fully believe that. She wished she had more answers for him.
			

			
				They sat silent, Trent’s labored breathing the only sound. They chugged their waters and shook off the adrenaline of the chase with heavy sighs.
			

			
				“Where is it you’re taking me, anyway?” Jake asked, mostly to break up the silence.
			

			
				“Our faction’s stronghold. We’re about halfway there now. I forget you don’t know any of this.”
			

			
				“I just want to make sure my parents are okay.”
			

			
				“And they will be waiting for us. Let me fill you in on some things, Jake.”
			

			
				“Thank you, but I really don’t care right now.”
			

			
				“You need to start caring. Your life is at risk, and that means mine and Trent’s are, too. I need you to give a damn and get your head in the game.”
			

			
				“You’re right. You’re right. I know you are.”
			

			
				“Now listen: the assholes chasing us? They are Hunters. My faction–your parent’s, well, our faction–we are Phalanx.”
			

			
				“Pha–what?”
			

			
				“Fay-Lanks. The old Spartan shield move. Each soldier protects the one next to him.”
			

			
				“Yeah, I saw 300”
			

			
				“There is one other faction: Gauntlet. I’m actually surprised they haven’t made a play against us yet.”
			

			
				“Is there anyone who doesn’t want to kill me?”
			

			
				“Oh, they don’t necessarily want to kill you. I’m sure Sasha–who you met earlier–wants to use you for a while first. And Gauntlet,” she shrugged, “who knows what plan they’d have for you.”
			

			
				“Great. One minute I’m gaming, casting a movie, going to school, the next I’m running for my life and shooting chrome out my skin. This is nuts! When do I wake up?”
			

			
				“Welcome to your crash course in Mechcraft.”
			

			
				“Okay, let me have it. I’m ready, I guess.”
			

			
				“All these guys were once a team.”
			

			
				“Mom and Dad told me about the fighting and the split.”
			

			
				“Your parents led the charge for Phalanx, holding true to the belief that Mechcrafters must work behind the scenes to help humanity, but never interfere. Never influence.”
			

			
				“Sounds reasonable.”
			

			
				“Others didn’t see it that way. Sasha was their best student. In the end, it was Sasha who led her band of zealots away from the group. She wants all Mechcrafters dead. We’re abominations against nature, mutants, demons… blah, blah, blah.”
			

			
				“But–they are all Mechcrafters too!”
			

			
				“Exactly. They recycle their people once they have fulfilled some duty or quota. It’s twisted. They recruit like mad, adding new Mechcrafters so they can keep killing the non-believers.”
			

			
				“That’s insane!”
			

			
				“You saw her. She’s definitely jacked in the head. Look at all that shit in her face and on her neck and wrists. She hates herself to the point of constant self-torture.”
			

			
				“What happened to make her like that?”
			

			
				“Who knows? Maybe she was always messed up and just hid it. So her Hunters do just that: hunt us. Gauntlet, on the other hand, claims to want to help humanity, like we do, only they believe in direct influence. They want to act like a military branch of the U.S.”
			

			
				“Well, I mean if they do it in the best interest–”
			

			
				“Yeah, but in whose best interest? You put someone with godlike powers in control, and how do you avoid dictatorship?”
			

			
				“Good point. I think Mom and Dad got it right.”
			

			
				“Damn right they did. That brings us to our stronghold. After your parents left the faction–to hide you–they appointed Dr. Max Flint to lead Phalanx. That’s my father.”
			

			
				“Your dad’s in charge and he sends you out on dangerous missions? Wow.”
			

			
				“To be fair, it’s usually much smoother than this. You’re just too big a prize to trust anyone else with the task.”
			

			
				“If that’s the case, then why not send more? Where’s the cavalry?”
			

			
				“We thought it better to keep a low profile, but obviously we were dead wrong.”
			

			
				They sit in silence.
			

			
				Bex sighed. “I’m sorry, Jake. We should have assumed Sasha would find out about you and send her followers. We should have brought an army.”
			

			
				“Could be worse. Those Hunters could’ve ended up grabbing me. Then I’d really be screwed. You and Trent protected me.”
			

			
				“Getting you to Phalanx is our mission, and I will see it through.”
			

			
				“One thing I can’t wrap my brain around. Why would anyone volunteer for Mechcraft?”
			

			
				“Admittedly, the process is not pleasant. At first it’s just an injection, but it really messes with your head and body. But there are lots of reasons to choose this life.”
			

			
				“The first ones, the scientists, Mom and Dad, I get it. A controlled experiment and all. But what about all the ones that followed?”
			

			
				“Some chose it for health. The nanotech inside our DNA kills virtually all human disease, prevents illness, and as you can see, it heals our wounds really fast.” She looked over at the sofa; Trent seemed to be resting comfortably. “Some want to help our cause. Or the causes of Hunters or Gauntlet. Others just want power. Those are the ones we try to weed out before the injection.”
			

			
				“And you?”
			

			
				Bex paused, considering her answer. “Let’s just say I have Daddy issues and leave it at that.”
			

			
				“Fair enough.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 7
			

			
				 
			

			
				A sleek black sedan rolled up to a large iron gate and paused. The gate slowly opened, revealing a mansion at the top of a long driveway. The car drove up toward the house as the gate closed slowly behind it. The entire property was surrounded by high brick walls covered in well-maintained vines and ivy. The mansion stood a full three stories, very rare for Southern California. With its wood trim and multi-paned windows, it looked more English Tudor than the typical stuccoed Spanish style ranchers of the region.
			

			
				The sedan pulled to a stop in front of a massive, ornately carved oak door. Sasha stepped out of the car and briskly made her way to the door which opened at her approach. She stormed in and was immediately met by a slim, well-groomed young man carrying the latest iPad. He tried to speak to her, but she kept on moving. He followed at a brisk pace to catch up.
			

			
				She led him through a large foyer of marble floors, wainscoting, and a row of small chandeliers. Ignoring the staircase, she marched deeper into the mansion, past fellow Hunters–some in black robes, some in military garb.
			

			
				Scott watched her glide past him. He wanted to speak with her, but she seemed in no mood for company. He did his best to stifle the feelings of guilt building up within him. Jake had been his assignment all along, but he’d grown to like him. The betrayal stung, despite the accolades and cheers from his fellow Hunters. He faded into the crowd, already tired of the attention.
			

			
				Sasha walked past an ultra-modern kitchen, down a hall, and into a quiet room. The thin man followed her in and closed the door. The slate gray walls held no décor or paintings of any kind, and the single window stood hidden behind thick curtains. Sasha moved straight ahead and sat behind a large mahogany desk. She opened the laptop that rested there.
			

			
				The thin man opened his mouth to speak, but Sasha cut him off.
			

			
				“How can we save this world?”
			

			
				“Pardon?”
			

			
				“If these people can’t see the error of their ways, how are we to save humanity?”
			

			
				The man pondered. “I don’t–”
			

			
				“It was rhetorical,” she interrupted.
			

			
				As she logged onto her computer, the thin man brought up video and images on his iPad.
			

			
				“I have the update on the Phalanx HQ.”
			

			
				“Enlighten me.”
			

			
				“The building is surrounded. We have eyes on all exits.”
			

			
				“Any resistance?”
			

			
				“A few skirmishes, nothing more.”
			

			
				“Our new project…got away. Anything from the pursuit?”
			

			
				“The girl took them out.”
			

			
				“All of ours?”
			

			
				“She’s… talented.”
			

			
				“Put the word out. I’m sure they’ve gone to ground to figure out a way to reach safety. I want all our people on alert.”
			

			
				“Yes, ma’am.”
			

			
				“Important thing is they will have no help to come. Let’s keep it that way.” Sasha focused on her laptop, ignoring the assistant who remained in place.
			

			
				Finally, he broke the silence. “One more thing.”
			

			
				“Yes?”
			

			
				“Burke is ready.”
			

			
				Sasha perked up. “Preparations?”
			

			
				“Done. Everyone is gathering.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell me this when I first came home?”
			

			
				The basement took on a whole different feel from the wealth and luxury above it. The stone work was basic block, almost crude. The stairs led down to a single large chamber with another, much smaller closed room near the stair landing. At the center of the space was a small pit, about six feet across and three feet deep. The pit floor was blackened from soot and scorch marks. A small vent shaft extended up from the basement ceiling and connected to the chimney above.
			

			
				Sasha descended the stairs. She still wore the black dress from the evening’s earlier festivities.
			

			
				Gathered around the pit, nearly fifty Hunters–mostly in their early twenties–mingled and chatted in a celebratory tone. Even though they all donned black robes, their mood was light. When they saw Sasha enter the basement, they greeted her with cheers. She gave them a casual wave and a smile, but moved quickly to the antechamber. Her mind was focused on who was behind that door. She gave a gentle knock, then entered without waiting for a response.
			

			
				Inside was a simple room of plain white drywall and a chair. In the chair sat a bald man, clean-shaven, with an expression of complete calm. He wore the same black robe as the others, only he was barefoot. He stood as soon as Sasha entered and closed the door behind her. He hugged her tight, and she let herself become engulfed by his warmth. His name was Burke, and today marked a celebration for him. It was the day of his Purification.
			

			
				“I’m glad you’re here,” he whispered.
			

			
				Sasha tried to keep her composure, but the tremor in her voice gave her away. “I can’t believe it’s time.”
			

			
				They separated. Burke wanted to kiss her, but something stopped him. A sense of impropriety, maybe. He couldn’t put his finger on it. He loved her, and he knew she loved him. Yet, they’d never expressed it, never confessed it.
			

			
				“Funny,” he smiled. “This is one adventure I’ll be taking before you.”
			

			
				Sasha managed a smile, even though the self-punishing accessory in her cheek throbbed at even the slightest grin.
			

			
				“I’m sure I won’t be far behind you.”
			

			
				“No, Sasha. You have more to do here. The Hunters need you now more than ever. With the appearance of the heretic boy, the followers will need your example of faith, your leadership to see them through.” Burke hated this. Hated being so formal with Sasha. Why couldn’t he just tell her?
			

			
				“It’s so much, Burke. Sometimes… too much. Some days I don’t feel like I can keep going.”
			

			
				“Enough of that. You’re the strongest person I know. And the most stubborn!” he grinned. “You’ll win this war by sheer will!”
			

			
				Sasha allowed herself a full smile this time. There were so many things she wanted to say to Burke. For five years he’d been her right hand, her friend. She had always wanted more; now it was too late. The door opened. A Hunter leaned in and nodded. It was time. The Hunter stepped aside.
			

			
				Burke sighed, leaned in toward Sasha. She knew what was coming and wanted this as much as he did. Instead, she turned her head slightly, pulled him close, and embraced him again, holding as long as she could. Burke was leaving her; no sense indulging in selfish emotion now. She fought back tears once more, choking back her words.
			

			
				The cheering crowd beckoned, and finally Burke pulled away, disappointment in his face as their eyes connected one last time. He left the room, and immediately the cheers became a solemn silence. Sasha recovered herself and followed.
			

			
				The Hunters all stood in a circle around the pit and parted as Burke approached. Scott was required to be part of this ritual. He was terrified. Expected to be a strong, stoic Mechcrafter, this aspect of being a Hunter was too much for him to take. Yet, this was the meaning of it all; this moment. And he would endure every second. Burke stepped into the pit, looked around at his fellow Hunters. Seeing their faces made him smile once again. They were all part of something much bigger than any one of them. Sasha stepped to the edge of the pit, smiled at Burke and all her followers. Burke buried his longing for Sasha. That would not happen in this world.
			

			
				“We are dead,” she began. “Blissful oblivion is coming for us, and we deserve it. We all know this. From the moment of the injection, we each brought corruption into the world by our own choice. But we know there is a path to redemption. Service. Saving our brethren brings us closer to that endless peace we all seek. It’s a hard road to travel. The corrupt scorn our mission, refuse our help. They fear oblivion. But we must not falter. It is up to us to save them from themselves and restore balance. Tonight we gather as one of our own fulfills his duty in the cause. When we have earned eternal peace, it is time for Purification.”
			

			
				The crowd murmured with excitement. Burke could barely contain his own joy. Even Scott became caught up in Sasha’s words.
			

			
				Sasha looked directly at Burke, “It is time, Hunters. Burke has earned his Purification!”
			

			
				The crowd exploded into cheers. She silenced them with a raised palm.
			

			
				“Burke,” she began. “What words will you leave us with?”
			

			
				“I will say that it has been my greatest honor to serve, to turn my curse into my sword,” he paused, but then forged ahead with fervor. “And above all, I want to tell you, Sasha, that I have always loved you.”
			

			
				She fought back a smile and a tear. She could not show weakness in front of the followers. Instead she nodded, then silently mouthed I love you back to him.
			

			
				“I am ready to accept my reward,” he declared and dropped his robe.
			

			
				“Godspeed, Burke,” she said with a tremor in her voice.
			

			
				With that, Sasha unleashed a flurry of small blade mechs that spun around him like a tornado. Burke smiled and closed his eyes.
			

			
				A blade cut into his cheek, tearing away a small chunk. Then another tore into his neck. Then his arm. Sasha gave a nod, and the Hunters all launched similar torrents of sharp, deadly mechs into the pit. Burke stood motionless, still smiling, as the mechs shredded his flesh.
			

			
				He took two hard hits that cut him to the bone on his cheek and hand. The tornado picked up speed, consuming Burke, creating a red and chrome mist hovering in the pit. Glimpses of the man revealed only red where flesh had been. Parts of Burke fell to the concrete. What remained buckled and fell to his knees. Then, at last, a final scream–a cry of agony so tortured it shook the resolve of the Hunters.
			

			
				“He is pure!” she yelled as everyone recalled their nanos, revealing nothing more than a red mass streaked with silver in the pit where their beloved Burke once stood.
			

			
				Scott made his way out of the basement in a rush, beating most of the others. He barely had time to reach the bathroom before vomiting.
			

			
				Sasha remained at the pit long after the others had all gone. In her thoughts, she knew she would join him soon. With Jake fighting for their cause, the war would finally end. She didn’t yet know what Jake’s abilities would be, but her instincts told her he was a game-changer. This wildcard was the key to everything.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				In downtown Los Angeles, at the threshold of a sheer, black glass building, a hidden battle raged. The structure stood just nine stories, but was nearly twice the height of its neighboring buildings. The area was mostly a warehouse district. It was quiet during the day, and a ghost town at night.
			

			
				Inside the black building, the Phalanx faction Mechcrafters were in crisis mode. Two of their best were stranded out in the wild, protecting the most important figure in their world, and their enemies were at the gates.
			

			
				Dr. Maximilian Flint leaned over the shoulder of a seated security officer to get a better look at the monitors. The screens revealed the streets outside, deceptively quiet. As the leader of Phalanx, he keenly felt the responsibility for these people. Every moment of danger he put them in carved another notch in his soul, chipping away at it. Hunters were out there, waiting in the shadows, just out of sight. He’d already sent one team to punch through the blockade, only to have them wounded and slaughtered.
			

			
				“Any change?” he asked the agent.
			

			
				“None, sir,” he began. “We know they’re out there, but they’ve stayed hidden.”
			

			
				Dr. Flint stood and paced. He grappled with his choices. His daughter, a dear family friend, and the son of his closest friends needed his help. Yet, he was hesitant to send more agents to their demise. The decision was his alone to make, and it was time to make it.
			

			
				“Send the unit,” he ordered.
			

			
				The agent gave the command into the intercom, and Dr. Flint took a deep breath.
			

			
				On the rooftop of the Phalanx building, six agents in military black acknowledged the order and prepared. Three men and three women conjured silvery nanos that coated their torsos on command. The liquid hardened and one by one allowed each agent to levitate. Where the ground unit had failed, they would succeed. On silent command from the leader, they glided swiftly over the edge of the darker, north side of the building.
			

			
				They were immediately ambushed; struck by small mech projectiles from waiting Hunters on the rooftops of neighboring buildings. All six agents took hits that drove mech spikes through their limbs. One of the men fell from the sky, a spike piercing his heart. The remaining five clutched their wounds and pressed on, increasing their speed. So much depended on their success. They had to break through.
			

			
				Another barrage of missiles soared up at them. This time they were ready, dodging and deflecting the attacks with summoned shields. Their speed jumped, and they cleared the building; it seemed they were going to make it! Suddenly, their hope sank to despair as a dozen Hunters rose up on mechs of their own, directly in front of them. A rush of deadly mechs flew toward the Phalanx agents, a mass too widespread for them to dodge. They knew they had failed.
			

			
				Inside, Dr. Flint and the communications team looked on in horror as the monitors revealed the deaths of their fellow Mechcrafters, their bodies plummeting from the sky. A collective gasp echoed through the room as the loss overtook them. Dr. Flint rose from his chair, weak-kneed from the weight of his responsibility. Another team lost. No survivors this time.
			

			
				He left the security office and strode the halls, emerging in a massive chamber at the center of the structure. Students, dressed in uniforms of black, gray, and white, and agents in their military garb waited pensively. Hundreds of eyes awaited their leader’s next words as he walked among them. He gazed upward; the high ceiling stretched to six stories with wrap around balconies on each floor. All around, more faces looked upon him in tense anticipation. He could see the rage, commitment, and fear in the eyes of his Phalanx Mechcrafters.
			

			
				He stroked his gray goatee, a nervous habit. Dr. Flint kept his graying hair long and pulled back in a ponytail. His black suit was intended to match the attire of his students and agents, a small symbol of solidarity. They needed support and command right now. They needed him to be an unshakable leader. But deep down he knew he had no answers for them. He cared for and loved his faction, but Bex was his greatest concern. He’d burn all this down if it meant saving her. He could not hide this from himself, but he managed to bury it from the judgment of others.
			

			
				He looked upon their faces, but spoke no words. He continued on, winding his way through the crowd to the far hallway where he retreated into his private office. He could feel the weight of their stress and frustration upon him as he left them behind. He entered the simple office, closed the door, and gazed out the tinted window. After pondering all their options, he concluded there was only one solution. It was the last thing he wanted, but he had no choice. He sighed and dialed a number on his cell phone.
			

			
				The phone picked up on the other end, Dr. Flint spoke. “It’s Max,” he began. “Don’t hang up.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 8
			

			
				 
			

			
				The night wore on. Bex pulled a bandage from Trent’s head wound. Jake was shocked to see virtually no mark at all.
			

			
				“You weren’t kidding!”
			

			
				“Yeah, one of my favorite perks.”
			

			
				Trent remained asleep. Bex covered him with a blanket, then she and Jake moved to the kitchen.
			

			
				“The way you handled those guys–how did you do that? I still don’t understand any of this.”
			

			
				“It’s all in the training. At Phalanx, you’ll get more than you can stand.”
			

			
				“How many of us are there?”
			

			
				“At Phalanx? A couple hundred, I think.”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Problem is, Hunters and Gauntlet also have big numbers. For a long time it was an arms race; all sides amassing soldiers. We had to do something to slow them down.”
			

			
				“What happened?”
			

			
				“We stole their supplies. Without the nanotech, they couldn’t make any more Mechcrafters. I was only a child, but the stories of those missions really stuck with me.”
			

			
				“So, that gave Phalanx the advantage.”
			

			
				“It gave us leverage, and that was crucial. It brought all three factions to the table, and a peace treaty was negotiated. It’s held in place… mostly.”
			

			
				“Mostly?”
			

			
				“Yeah, small fights and disputes come up, but overall things have been calm. Well, until tonight.”
			

			
				“Why? Why am I so important? I don’t get it.”
			

			
				“You are an unknown, Jake; unpredictable, maybe even dangerous.”
			

			
				“I’m just a teenager.”
			

			
				“Ha! Maybe you used to be, but not anymore. That life is over.”
			

			
				Jake sighed, opened the fridge and grabbed another bottle of water.
			

			
				Bex continued, “How are you holding up with all this?”
			

			
				“I’m still freaking out.”
			

			
				“Yeah, it messes with your mind alright. And that’s if you’re prepared and volunteering for the injection. I can’t imagine what you’re going through. Crash course.”
			

			
				“Sure, happens every day: bleed metal, get attacked by metal.”
			

			
				“Hashtag: FirstWorldProblems. Don’t sweat it, Jake. It’ll be okay.”
			

			
				“If you say ‘YOLO’ I’ll puke.”
			

			
				“Hashtag: GrowAPair.”
			

			
				Jake smiled. “Hashtag: NoMoreHashtags!”
			

			
				“Deal.”
			

			
				Bex retrieved a water for herself and they stood in silence, sipping water, lost in thought. Jake was too consumed with worry for his parents and his own life to notice Bex’s beauty. In other circumstances, Jake would have fumbled through awkward conversation, overwhelmed by his shyness around girls.
			

			
				For Bex, she appreciated that conversation with this boy had been so easy. So often her peers didn’t know how to act around her. Whether because she was Dr. Flint’s daughter, or the way she looked, boys in her circles always seemed to stumble through speaking. She couldn’t help who she was or how she looked, and it annoyed her to no end that she couldn’t just be herself. Jake treated her like a person; nothing more, nothing less. She liked this guy.
			

			
				Jake broke the silence. “So how long have you and Trent been together?”
			

			
				Bex, mid drink, sprayed her water across the kitchen, and nearly choked! “Trent? Me and Trent? Oh no no no… no. He’s like my big brother. My annoying big brother.”
			

			
				“You’re not a couple?”
			

			
				“Oh, hell no!”
			

			
				“Okay then–Sorry I asked! You hungry?”
			

			
				“I could eat.”
			

			
				In minutes Jake whipped them up a feast of Pop-Tarts, chili with no beans, and Fiber One bars. They munched like it was a five-star buffet.
			

			
				“Thanks for saving me,” Jake said, finishing his chili.
			

			
				Bex looked up with a mouth full of toaster pastry. “What?”
			

			
				“You and Trent got us to safety. You saved me. Thank you.”
			

			
				“Thank me when we get you to Phalanx.”
			

			
				They fell into silent eating and drinking.
			

			
				After a couple of minutes, Bex seemed to want to say something. Jake noticed, but waited for her to speak. Instead, Bex produced a small bottle of hand sanitizer. She squeezed too much onto her palm and rubbed it in like a surgeon scrubbing for an operation. The scent of mango was overwhelming. Finally, she spoke. “I want to ask you something, but I don’t know how to say it without hurting you.”
			

			
				“After all we went through today, I’m emotionally numb. Ask away,” he beckoned.
			

			
				“Today at school. Those assholes. Why did you let them intimidate you?”
			

			
				“Damn! You guys really were spying on me.”
			

			
				“Just part of the job.”
			

			
				“I don’t really know what to say. There were three of them; what was I supposed to do? I was helpless.”
			

			
				Bex smiled. “Time to stop being helpless! Wanna play?”
			

			
				“Umm, do I have a choice?”
			

			
				“Of course not!”
			

			
				She took his hand and guided him to the open kitchen area. “So. You’re full of nanos, and you’ve seen what we can make them do.”
			

			
				“Yeah, but it looks way sketchy to me.”
			

			
				“Oh, it’s definitely sketchy! But anything fun in life is!”
			

			
				“Is it too late to opt out?”
			

			
				“Yep! You’re mine now! Tina told me your secret: that you were born with the nanos. It’s incredible! I can’t wait to see what you can do.”
			

			
				“I’m so freaked out; I might just shit my pants.”
			

			
				“Ignoring that. First, let’s get your nanos moving.”
			

			
				Jake sighed deeply. “It really hurt.”
			

			
				“Will you please just trust me?”
			

			
				“Okay, okay. What do I do?”
			

			
				“First: relax. Deep breaths.”
			

			
				Jake complied. Bex let him get three or four solid deep breaths and then continued.
			

			
				“Now picture them. Billions of microscopic computers coursing through you.” Bex fell silent, letting Jake imagine. “They are you. You are them. You are one.”
			

			
				“When you say it like that, I can’t take you seriously!” he smirked.
			

			
				She slugged his arm. “Shut up! Now hold your palm out and focus on bringing the nanos out. Like an extension of you.”
			

			
				“Okay… no need for violence.”
			

			
				Jake held his palm out in front of him and closed his eyes. After a few moments, Bex saw a small pool of silver take shape in his hand, bleeding out his pores.
			

			
				“Good. Bring them out. Now, think of a shape, and command it to be.”
			

			
				Jake exhaled and focused on the growing pool of nanos in his palm. The liquid silver began to take shape, rising and writhing up from his hand.
			

			
				“Yes!” Bex exclaimed, shocked at his initial prowess.
			

			
				The nanos formed a sphere, but then collapsed and splattered all over the floor. “Shit!” Jake grunted in frustration. His nanos traveled back to his skin and reabsorbed through his pores. He shook nervously, it was a new and bizarre sensation.
			

			
				“Try again. Focus.”
			

			
				“At least it didn’t hurt this time.”
			

			
				“Yeah, that should only happen the first time. Try again.”
			

			
				Jake closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He was still scared, but he was determined to show Bex he could be counted on.
			

			
				The nanos pooled in his palm much faster this time. He focused on a shape, and again a sphere took shape and rose. This time the sphere became more defined and levitated higher, almost a foot above his palm.
			

			
				Bex couldn’t hide a huge grin. He’s doing it!
			

			
				Just then the floating sphere mech burst like a bubble, scattering nanos everywhere. Liquid chrome, like mercury, gathered and returned to Jake’s skin.
			

			
				“Not bad. Again.”
			

			
				This time, more determined than ever, Jake left his eyes open, focused his gaze on his hand. The nanos emerged immediately, but this time Jake commanded a different shape. A silvery rose, pedals shining under the kitchen light, levitated above his palm. This time the mech held true. Jake took hold of the metal flower and handed it to Bex in a sweeping bow.
			

			
				She smiled, took the gift. “Smooth, Jake. Real smooth.”
			

			
				He gave a little laugh, and the rose dissolved in her hand. The nanos returned to Jake’s flesh.
			

			
				“Feels strange when they come back.”
			

			
				“Pins and needles, right? Like when your foot falls asleep.”
			

			
				“Exactly.”
			

			
				“I barely notice anymore. You get used to it. Let’s try another.”
			

			
				“How do I know what I should create?”
			

			
				“It doesn’t matter… whatever you can think up.”
			

			
				“Like, anything?”
			

			
				“Within reason, and it depends on the circumstances. That rose… you were relaxed and had time to make it as detailed as you wanted.”
			

			
				“If we can make anything, then why such basic creations in the fight? Why not go nuts?”
			

			
				“All comes down to your ability to keep focus. In the heat of the moment, you do what you can.”
			

			
				“So much to take in. How am I going to figure it all out?”
			

			
				“You will because you have to. Let’s try another.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 9
			

			
				 
			

			
				Trent slowly opened his eyes. The fog of sleep faded as the painful beams of the sun found their way between the curtains and blasted his eyes.
			

			
				He felt a bit hazy, but not too bad. He remembered getting pummeled by those agents–just too slow on the ducking part. But everything else was a blur. He noted the dried blood on his shirt and immediately felt for a wound on his head. He smiled knowingly when he found none.
			

			
				He stood up, shaky at first, but quickly found his head clearing. Trent looked over toward the kitchen to see Bex and Jake standing face-to-face. One might even say they were staring into each other’s eyes. What the hell? How long had he been out?
			

			
				Suddenly the two shot silvery metal confetti from the palms of their hands, covering each other. They cracked up and then noticed Trent–his jaw dropping way too far open.
			

			
				“What have you been teaching him?!”
			

			
				Bex laughed. “Everyone should know these basics.”
			

			
				Trent only shook his head in disgust and turned away. He risked a look out the window–only a quiet cul-de-sac greeted him. He pulled out his phone, began to dial.
			

			
				“Already tried,” Bex said.
			

			
				Ignoring her, Trent put the phone to his ear.
			

			
				Bex and Jake returned to their practice. She produced thin metallic vines from her palm, sent them undulating toward Jake. Following her lead, Jake summoned up his own vines, though less graceful than hers. Their creations–their mechs–interacted and intertwined. Jake was showing promise, now that he got over his fear of the nanotechnology inside him.
			

			
				Trent sounded pissed on the phone. “Yeah, we’re safe… at the moment. We need immediate extraction… don’t give me that! You know who our passenger is! Fine… fine! We’ll check in later.”
			

			
				Trent turned to Bex, about to speak, but couldn’t find the words when he spied the two wrapped up in each other’s vines. “Confetti and freakin’ strings?! Nope! No way! Jake, I’m gonna show you the real deal.”
			

			
				Bex recalled her mech, the nanos rushing back into her palms. “Trent, no!”
			

			
				“The cavalry isn’t coming anytime soon. We need to train him up fast. Besides, it’ll be fun!”
			

			
				“I tried to tell you they weren’t coming to get us.”
			

			
				“Update to that: your Dad has sent out two rescue parties for us and they were both decimated. Hunters have the HQ surrounded.”
			

			
				Bex’s faced changed. She looked distraught, saddened, downtrodden. Losses of her faction always affected her deeply. She pulled out her mango hand sanitizer.
			

			
				Jake looked from one to the other. “So what now?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The safe house garage door opened and out rolled a completely unimpressive, older mini-van. Taking up space next to it was the smoldering remains of what had once been the pillar of German auto engineering.
			

			
				As Trent backed them out of the driveway, Bex tried to shake her melancholy and summoned her nanos to give the van a shiny new coat of chrome. Grinning all the while, she added a spoiler, flared fenders, and rad rims.
			

			
				Jake smiled, “Real subtle.”
			

			
				Trent gave her a look. Come on, really?
			

			
				Bex shrugged. “Hiding in plain sight?”
			

			
				He only shook his head and drove down the road.
			

			
				Jake no longer recognized the streets or area. They’d definitely moved north of Orange County.
			

			
				Trent took them west into an industrial area of the neighboring city of Torrance, eerily void of people and activity. They zig-zagged through small streets and parked in a lot that was far more crowded than it should have been.
			

			
				A nondescript warehouse stood at the end of the lot. The plain building held windows across the upper area, and a large hangar door directly in front of them.
			

			
				“What’s this?” asked Jake.
			

			
				Bex’s nanos left the van, reducing it to its former dull self, and returned to her flesh.
			

			
				Trent placed his hand on the hangar door handle. “Prepare to have your mind blown!”
			

			
				Bex rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Just open the door.”
			

			
				“No flair for the dramatic.” Trent shook his head and complied, sliding the door open and revealing a crowd of at least one hundred spectators gathered around a large circular cage at the center of the long warehouse–MMA style.
			

			
				The three entered and closed the door behind them. As they walked deeper, Jake noticed that the crowd was all teens and twenty-somethings. Who are all these people? What are they doing here?
			

			
				In the cage, two teenage girls battled. One girl, decked out in black workout gear, hurled sharp mech daggers at her opponent. The other girl, outfitted in red dirt bike pads and coverings, raised a metallic shield mech, blocking the projectiles. She countered with a swing of her nano-created club.
			

			
				“Welcome to the underground, kid,” said Trent.
			

			
				“What is this place?” Jake’s eyes were full of wonder.
			

			
				“Well, the first rule is you do not talk about–”
			

			
				Bex slugged Trent’s arm.
			

			
				He continued, “Ouch! Okay, fine. This is where Mechcrafters come if they don’t belong to a faction or don’t want to be found by a faction. I like to call it ‘Paradise.’”
			

			
				“Wait. You belong to a faction.”
			

			
				“Yeah, but everyone needs a life outside the office. A place to unwind.”
			

			
				Bex shook her head, and chimed in, “People come here to get away from the bullshit. No factions. No rules. No war.”
			

			
				“And you can make quick cash in the cage.”
			

			
				Jake surveyed the warehouse. In addition to the cage and crowd, a bar with some tables and chairs stood off to the side. More young people hung out there. “My God, how many of… us… are there?”
			

			
				Trent said, “Oh, this is nothing. Wait till we get you to Phalanx!”
			

			
				They reached the outskirts of the crowd. Jake saw money changing hands as bets were placed on the fighters.
			

			
				Trent nudged him. “Hang out here for a bit. We’ll be right back. Then we’ll do some real training.”
			

			
				Bex shot Trent a disapproving look. “Let’s get this over with.”
			

			
				They walked toward the bar.
			

			
				Jake couldn’t take his eyes off the fight. Red armor girl got a lucky swipe with her club, dropping the dagger girl to the mat. She jumped atop her and held her palm just inches from the pinned girl’s face.
			

			
				The girl on the mat yelled, “Yield!”
			

			
				The winner immediately stepped off her. It was over. Some of the crowd went nuts, others booed. She helped the other girl stand, and they both exited the cage. The cacophony began to subside as both fighters disappeared into the crowd and payments all reached their destinations.
			

			
				The cage door slammed shut, drawing everyone’s attention back to the arena. A wiry, adorable young teenage girl with long pigtails on either side of her petite head paced the cage. She could’ve been thirteen, but she looked eleven. Her presentation came complete with plaid mini-skirt and knee socks, black platform Mary Janes and a white shirt; a living, breathing anime character.
			

			
				The mob erupted in cheers. Jake connected the dots; this girl was a celebrity here. She pranced around the arena, posing and gesturing to the hungry crowd.
			

			
				As she worked the crowd into a frenzy, her eyes locked onto Jake. He suddenly felt uneasy. Why did this little tiny girl unsettle him so much?
			

			
				A devilish grin stretched across her too-adorable face. She thrust her finger out, pointing right at Jake. He looked to the left, then to the right. Surely she meant someone else! The mob followed her pointing, and all eyes turned to Jake. Well, shit.
			

			
				Pig Tails yelled, “I challenge!”
			

			
				The bystanders fell into silent anticipation. They were obviously waiting for him to speak. Jake mustered his courage and belted out, “No thank you?”
			

			
				Laughter shook the building! At the bar, as Trent whispered with the bartender, Bex was drawn to the laughing. She didn’t see Jake, but had a feeling something was amiss.
			

			
				The mob parted and nudged Jake along toward the arena and the deadly opponent that waited for him. Pig Tails shook her head, the tails swishing back and forth. “There’s no backing out of a challenge, silly boy.”
			

			
				One large teen boy with a failed mustache attempt opened the cage door and shoved Jake in. “What’s the matter with you, man! Don’t you know you can’t refuse to battle?”
			

			
				“No, actually. I didn’t know. Look, this is just a mistake.” Jake turned for the door–it was shut tight. No escape. He turned back to Pig Tails, sized her up. Well, how tough can she be?
			

			
				Out in the crowd, money changed hands and bookies took bets.
			

			
				Unnoticed by everyone, a tall, slim woman with short, black hair stood watching the events unfold, smiling very slightly. Her gaze went back and forth between Jake in the cage, and Bex and Trent at the bar. She made no move to intervene or contact others. She simply observed.
			

			
				Pig Tails giggled, “Ready, fresh meat?”
			

			
				Jake looked around, “No referee?”
			

			
				She answered him by summoning two small mech spheres in her palms. Blinking both eyes deliberately with a brisk nod, she launched them straight at Jake!
			

			
				He hit the floor and rolled to the left, just narrowly dodging the mechs.
			

			
				She recalled her nanos. She looked to the crowd and shrugged her shoulders in confusion. The crowd cheered at her antics and booed the new kid.
			

			
				She then summoned a sparkling mesh net from her fingertips and cast it at Jake like she was throwing a silk scarf at a kitten. The crowd convulsed in laughter.
			

			
				Reaction took over, and Jake instantly summoned his nanos into a metallic staff. He grasped it, wrapped the net around the end, and slammed it down to the mat. A few in the crowd clapped at his defense.
			

			
				“Come on, man. I can’t hit a girl! I’m out.” Jake grabbed the cage door, but mustache-boy smirked and shook his head, holding it tight.
			

			
				Pig Tails stood in a wide, strong pose and began to summon again. “Only one way out, noob-wuss!”
			

			
				Jake faced her. She launched two thin vines at him, wrapping both his legs. She commanded the vines to pull, and they dropped Jake hard to the mat.
			

			
				He quickly wedged his staff between his legs and the mech vines, wrenching his way out. He rolled and stood as Pig Tails recalled her nanos. Hand on her hip, she frowned at Jake; the crowd reacted wildly.
			

			
				Bex and Trent turned to the noisy crowd, but couldn’t see Jake anywhere. Finished with the bartender, Bex gazed to the arena to see what had the crowd so riled up, and her jaw dropped. She slugged Trent’s arm and pointed.
			

			
				“Aw hell! I wanted to be the first to fight him!”
			

			
				Bex shook her head, “This is just embarrassing.”
			

			
				Jake recalled his nanos. “Come on, let’s just call it even.”
			

			
				In response, Pig Tails blinked hard and fired off three mech darts. Jake created a thin metallic shield, blocking all her strikes.
			

			
				Frustrated, she stomped her foot. “Are you gonna fight, or what?!”
			

			
				Trent noticed all the betting taking place and couldn’t resist. “I’m getting in on this action!”
			

			
				Trent vanished into the crowd, but Bex couldn’t take her eyes off the spectacle unfolding before her. She forced her way through the crowd for a better view.
			

			
				Neither of them saw the bartender send a text from under the bar.
			

			
				Pig Tails had truly had enough of this guy. She created a mech hammer as tall as her and swung it hard at Jake’s head. He dodged the swipe but lost his focus, dissipating the mech shield.
			

			
				“Ungh!” She swung again, missed. “Hold… still!!” She came back for a third swing, but Jake easily dodged it. She leaned against the hammer, catching her breath.
			

			
				“Give up?” Jake asked. “Yield?”
			

			
				She glared at him. “Are you insane!?”
			

			
				With that, he launched two vines of his own and encircled her legs, torso, and shoulders. Her hammer shimmered and returned to her. Jake didn’t let up; he kept wrapping her up in the vines. If he couldn’t hit her, he could at least immobilize her.
			

			
				Satisfied she could no longer do him harm, Jake faced the crowd and tentatively raised his fists, whispering “yay, me.” He was met with jeers and a few plastic cups were thrown at the cage. She was obviously the favorite.
			

			
				Jake didn’t see her summon a mech right through the pores in her forehead, creating a new sphere. She furrowed her brow, launched it, and struck Jake clear in the crotch! He dropped instantly to his knees, eyes bugging out like a viral video of a piñata fiasco.
			

			
				The crowd winced in sympathy, a collective “ooooooo…” went up.
			

			
				Jake’s mechs dissolved and returned to him, freeing Pig Tails, who then began skipping about the arena–cute as a baby rattlesnake. He could only groan.
			

			
				Trent returned to Bex’s side, “This really is embarrassing.”
			

			
				“I already said that, dork.”
			

			
				“It bears repeating.”
			

			
				Jake managed to sit up. Pig Tails threw a handful of small mech spheres, pelting his face like she’d kicked sand at him.
			

			
				“Hey!”
			

			
				“Thought you could use some balls after that!”
			

			
				The crowd loved it! She looked out and addressed them, “Shall I finish him?”
			

			
				They went nuts. This girl knew how to work a room.
			

			
				She leaned in close to Jake, “Nighty night, sunshine!”
			

			
				The last thing Jake saw was the large flat surface of a massive hammer coming up to kiss him.
			

			
				Jake blinked, seconds (or minutes?) later, and cringed in pain. He was lying flat on the mat. How did that happen? He felt a huge welt on his right cheek and maybe a broken nose, too. And there was no forgetting the ache in his groin.
			

			
				The cage door swung open, Jake looked over to see Pig Tails strutting out. She paused, flipped her hair around and looked back at her victim.
			

			
				“No hard feelings, right?” She blew him a kiss and split, collecting fist bumps and money as she made her way through the crowd to the bar.
			

			
				Trent rushed in, helped Jake to his feet, out of the cage, and back through the crowd. Pats on the back and words of encouragement as well as mockery greeted him as they made their way. A parade for the masses.
			

			
				They reached Bex, her arms folded. “What happened to all the training we did?”
			

			
				Trent released Jake, “Don’t move,” and he vanished into the crowd.
			

			
				“She’s way tougher than you, Bex.” Jake smiled, showing a missing tooth. Bex grinned and shook her head.
			

			
				Trent returned with a wad of cash.
			

			
				“What?! You bet against me?”
			

			
				“Not exactly,” began Trent. “I bet she’d knock you out.”
			

			
				“Wow.”
			

			
				“Don’t take it personally, kid. Nobody wins their first. Nobody.”
			

			
				“Whatever,” grumbled Jake.
			

			
				“Let’s get out of here,” offered Bex. “That’s enough fun for one day.” They made their way to the exit.
			

			
				Jake already began to feel better. The aches were nearly gone. He touched his nose–not broken. His cheek still had some swelling, but it was greatly reduced.
			

			
				“So how was it?” asked Trent.
			

			
				“Got my ass handed to me.”
			

			
				Bex laughed, “Stating the obvious.”
			

			
				Trent chimed in, “You did well, my young Padawan.”
			

			
				The bartender eyed them as they left and quickly sent another text.
			

			
				The slim woman also kept her eye on them. She tapped the Bluetooth in her ear and began talking as she disappeared into the shadows.
			

			
				The teens piled into the mini-van and made their way back to the safe house. Above them, a metallic drone followed silently.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 10
			

			
				 
			

			
				Bex had insisted on a drive through. So, with the mini-van safely tucked away in the garage, they carried sacks of In-N-Out burgers and Animal style fries into the house and settled in the living room.
			

			
				Bex looked to Jake. “No sugar coating.”
			

			
				Trent pointed at him with a French fry and added, “We’re just gonna lay it out.”
			

			
				Jake sat nervous and expectant, holding his burger, still wrapped.
			

			
				“The word is out on you, my friend,” began Trent. “Gauntlet has their feelers looking for you now, too. I don’t understand why so much heat is coming down on just one recruit.” He took half his burger in one bite. Bex pulled a face at him.
			

			
				“Jake is different,” she said.
			

			
				“Hf foh?” Jake swallowed and took a sip of soda. “How’s that?”
			

			
				“He was born with Mechcraft. Not injected.”
			

			
				Trent’s jaw dropped open. “Get the hell out!”
			

			
				“Right?!” Bex smiled and nodded, finishing her burger and leaning back in the sofa.
			

			
				“Unreal!” Trent looked at the kid in a whole new light.
			

			
				“I still don’t get it,” interrupted Jake. “So what if I was born with the nanos? Why do they care? Why do you?”
			

			
				Trent stood up, began pacing. “You’re a wildcard, man. No wonder they’re all freaking out.”
			

			
				Jake looked to Bex. “I’m a… what am I?”
			

			
				“Every Mechcrafter is under the same set of rules…laws of physics. All of us pretty much know each other’s limitations and abilities. It’s almost become a stalemate between the factions. Until now. Until you. You may be a game-changer, Jake. A disruptor.”
			

			
				“You mean a pawn in someone else’s game.”
			

			
				Trent stopped pacing. “No, Jake. To them, you are their greatest fear, or maybe their greatest weapon–if they can control you.”
			

			
				Jake stood. “I don’t want any of this!”
			

			
				He went to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of water. Bex and Trent followed him.
			

			
				Jake looked at them, hands trembling. “I don’t know if my parents are even alive. I just had my ass kicked by Lolita, and I’m on the run for my life from… and sorry, but with people I don’t even know.”
			

			
				“It’s okay to be afraid,” Bex soothed. “But it’s what you do with that fear that counts. You can either crumble, or you can crush.”
			

			
				Trent added, “We’re going to get you to Phalanx; you’ll get all your questions answered.”
			

			
				“But how? Just getting here was like a scene from Mad Max.”
			

			
				“Not gonna lie,” Trent continued. “It’s not good. The building is surrounded by Hunter agents. We can’t count on any help from our side. We’re going to have to punch through.”
			

			
				Jake sighed, “Might as well give up now.”
			

			
				Bex jumped in, “Can’t think like that, Jake!”
			

			
				“Why not? We’re screwed!”
			

			
				Always a ray of sunshine, Trent added, “It gets worse. Sasha herself is in the mix. She’s leading her Hunters out in the field.”
			

			
				“Yeah. Tell me something I don’t know–considering she showed up at my door with my best friend, I might add.”
			

			
				“Yeah, that sucked. Word is she’s laser focused on you. She’s like the freakin’ Terminator once she sets her sights on something.”
			

			
				Jake’s shoulders sagged, and he let out a deep sigh. He just wanted his life back. He wanted his parents back. He wished they were here. They’d know exactly what to do.
			

			
				Trent saw Jake’s exhaustion and tried to turn it around. “Bex is right, though, dude. We can’t let our fears stop us. If I see Sasha first, she’ll regret ever coming after you!”
			

			
				“Only if she’s in our path, Trent.”
			

			
				“Of course, your highness.”
			

			
				“Stop it. I’m serious. She gets in our path, go for it. But getting Jake into Phalanx takes priority over anything else.”
			

			
				“I know, I know.”
			

			
				“Just like ‘you knew’ at the Roxy?”
			

			
				“She was right there, Bex! I couldn’t waste that chance!”
			

			
				Jake looked curiously from one to the other. “What happened at the Roxy?”
			

			
				Ignoring Jake, Bex raged on. “And if I hadn’t snapped you out of it, how many people would’ve died for your revenge? Wait, that’s if you could have even killed her!”
			

			
				“After all this time, you still don’t get it, Rebecca. How could you? You still have your parents. I’m alone.”
			

			
				“Trent, I do get it. And I’m sorry they were taken from you. I want you to give Sasha justice. I really do, and I want to help you. But not until Jake is safe.”
			

			
				“I’m not an idiot! Of course the kid is top priority. I won’t lose it, Bex. Trust me. All I’m saying is if that chance comes to take her out, do not get in my way!”
			

			
				Bex’s eyes gleamed with anger. Trent did his best to appear relaxed, but the tension in his shoulders and arms was obvious as he leaned against the counter.
			

			
				Jake picked up most of what was going on, but knew better than to get between them or ask questions that were none of his business.
			

			
				They stood in awkward silence. Finally Jake broke in, “You guys have to get me to Phalanx. I need you. If my parents are alive, they’ll be there.”
			

			
				Bex rested a hand on his shoulder. “We will, Jake. I promise.”
			

			
				Jake looked over at Trent, who still seethed. “Trent, I know I can’t possibly understand what–”
			

			
				“You’re right, Jake. You can’t. So just save it.”
			

			
				“Trent!” Bex exclaimed. “Snap out of it! What the hell?!”
			

			
				Trent breathed deep. “Sorry, Jake. Lost my head. You’re right. You didn’t ask for any of this to happen, and we’re dumping a lot on you now. Last thing you need is the leader to go off half-cocked. Don’t worry, you can count on me.” Trent stretched out his hand, and Jake shook it. Bex smiled.
			

			
				“Leader?” she asked. “I’m the leader here, D-Bag!”
			

			
				Trent shook his head. “Respect your elders, little girl!” he put a finger on her forehead and pushed her gently off-balance.
			

			
				Jake laughed. “Glad to have you guys back. I need you. Remember, I got my butt handed to me by a fourth-grader today!” That lightened the mood for everyone.
			

			
				Later, as Jake and Bex cleared the dining table of burger wrappers and cups, Trent stood in the living room talking on the phone.
			

			
				Bex sat at the table, squirted a generous portion of hand sanitizer into her palm and rubbed vigorously.
			

			
				Jake sat next to her and watched. “Germy?”
			

			
				Bex looked up. “What?”
			

			
				“Germophobe?”
			

			
				She glanced at her glistening hands and shrugged. “Maybe a little.”
			

			
				“Even though you’re a Mechcrafter.”
			

			
				“Silly, I know. It is what it is.” She continued rubbing the mango-scented sanitizer into her skin until satisfied it was all absorbed.
			

			
				“What was it like? The whole Mechcraft thing.”
			

			
				“You mean getting the injection and all that?”
			

			
				“Yeah, but mostly the ‘why’ of it, I guess.”
			

			
				Bex pondered for a moment, then offered, “Dad used to amaze me with puppet shows, silvery fireworks, metal castles. I grew up surrounded by magic. Real magic. When the offer came, and I had the chance to do all those amazing things, it was a no-brainer.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a cool dad.”
			

			
				“The best.”
			

			
				“What about your mom? Did she make awesome things too?”
			

			
				“Actually, she is not a Mechcrafter. She didn’t understand it and she did not like it. They got divorced when I was ten. I chose Dad, and Mom didn’t fight it. Seemed almost relieved.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry. That’s awful.”
			

			
				“Not a big deal, not anymore.”
			

			
				“What does she think now that you…”
			

			
				“Now that I chose the very thing she’s scared of? ‘Strained’ is the word I’d choose.”
			

			
				They sat in silence. Was it getting awkward? Jake hoped he hadn’t gotten too personal.
			

			
				Bex reached for the sanitizer in her pocket, then thought better of it and left it. She broke the silence. “I know this whole thing sucker punched you, Jake. And I know you’re scared.”
			

			
				“Terrified is more like it.”
			

			
				“Listen,” she leaned forward and looked him dead in the eyes. “You are becoming who you’re meant to be. You’ve heard a lot of talk about how special you are, and it’s true. There’s never been a Mechcrafter like you. But I have this feeling; I…I see something in you, something you probably don’t even see in yourself.”
			

			
				Jake took this in, digested it, but needed something to say. Some perfect words to reply. “Will you marry me?”
			

			
				He saw her eyes go wide. Oh God, why did he say that? What the hell was he thinking? He blew it. Blew it so bad.
			

			
				But then Bex laughed. A real, genuine laugh. Jake joined in, relieved.
			

			
				Then followed up with, “Okay, then how about something like dinner and a movie?” What?! Just shoot me now, he thought. Damnit Jake!
			

			
				Bex came through once again. “Wow, you certainly are gaining confidence. Let’s just survive this first, then we can deal with our social life.”
			

			
				“Great! We live, you go out with me.”
			

			
				“Hey, I never said that, Prince Charming.”
			

			
				Trent stormed in, ruining everything. “Back up is on the way!” he exclaimed.
			

			
				“Finally!” cheered Bex.
			

			
				“Called up from San Diego. Should be here in about ninety.”
			

			
				Bex smiled big. “Just enough time to update my Insta and take some selfies!”
			

			
				“No duck lips!” scolded Jake. They laughed. Trent noticed the connection. It wasn’t there earlier. Interesting.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 11
			

			
				 
			

			
				Darkness fell over the safe house; the sun low in the west. As the three targets inside waited for their cavalry, four black SUVs parked down the block.
			

			
				The occupants of two of the vehicles quietly exited. The eight figures were dressed in military black and carried gleaming metallic assault rifles. The leader silently motioned for them to move to the backyard. The first soldier stealthily hopped the fence and opened the gate for the rest.
			

			
				At the rear sliding glass door, the soldiers took up positions on either side, while one took a knee in front of the lock. Through his gloved hand, nanos seeped out and levitated to form thin tendrils. He commanded them to snake into the lock and unlatch the mechanism from inside. In seconds the soldiers made their way in, spreading out to cover the downstairs. The place was dark, but they moved with cat-like precision.
			

			
				Circling to the front door, the leader motioned them up the stairs. Single file, they quietly traversed the steps, mech assault rifles at the ready. As the first soldier touched the top step, Trent stepped out from the nearest bedroom and blasted him with a large mech fist! The blow struck the surprised soldier in the chest, cracking some ribs, and sending him sprawling backwards into his team. Like dominos, four soldiers toppled down, jamming up at the landing halfway down the stairs.
			

			
				As the upright four raised their rifles, Bex blasted forth a swarm of small spikes. Before they could raise shields, her barrage had sliced through their Kevlar vests and pierced their flesh. The least wounded soldier fired rounds back at the teen, making a muffled, hollow sound. Bex narrowly avoided the mech bullets, scrambling back into the bedroom.
			

			
				Trent took advantage of the chaos and leaped over the stair rail, landing on one unsteady soldier and kicking the last soldier in the chest, knocking him back to the ground floor entry. As Trent pursued, the other soldiers turned to fire at his back. They had him! Just as they fired, Bex dropped a mech shield at the base of the stairs, deflecting their shots.
			

			
				She ducked back, recalling her mechs. Jake, standing next to her in the bedroom, looked at her with concern. Bex smiled and gave a thumbs up.
			

			
				Trent and the soldier grappled for the assault rifle, rolling into the living room. Suddenly the rifle dissolved, the nanos returning to the soldier. Trent rolled onto his feet, as did the soldier. He held up his palm and created a mech 9mm pistol, then pointed it at Trent. Trent dove in close, grasping for the weapon. They fumbled for control. Trent kneed the soldier in the stomach. The soldier replied with a savage head butt to Trent’s face. His nose sprayed red and silver, but Trent held on.
			

			
				On the stairs, the soldiers recovered and moved up. Jake was their target–all others were secondary. They looked inside the bedroom where the girl had disappeared and fired their muffled semi-automatic rifles into the wall, exploding drywall and debris everywhere.
			

			
				Lying on the floor, Jake sent a large tentacle mech around the corner, drawing the attention of the soldiers. The tentacle flailed about in chaotic moves, knocking into soldiers, almost tripping others. They fired at it, but the thing kept coming.
			

			
				Thoroughly distracted, they never saw the razor-thin metal discs that cut through the wall at about neck height. From the bedroom, Bex sent off over a dozen of the deadly mechs. In seconds, all gunfire ceased. Loud thumps echoed from the hallway.
			

			
				Trent and the soldier were locked in a stalemate, neither man giving in. Then Trent heard the muffled gun shots upstairs, and that set him off. He managed to reach up and grab the top of the gun. He jacked a bullet into the chamber, leaving it open, and slammed the bottom of the grip–knocking the bullet straight up into the air.
			

			
				In one fluid motion, Trent stepped back and kicked the soldier in the chest, knocking him back. As the bullet fell, he created a new pistol around it, landing it perfectly in his hand–fully loaded with the soldier’s own ammo. He pointed the gun at the surprised soldier and fired, dropping him.
			

			
				Jake recalled his tentacle mech and stood. Bex leaned against the wall, sobbing.
			

			
				“Were you hit? What’s wrong?”
			

			
				Unable to speak, she held up her left arm, revealing a deep wound in her bicep.
			

			
				“Oh my God! Bex!”
			

			
				“It’s nothing,” she whispered. “Are they…?”
			

			
				Then Jake understood her sobs. He looked cautiously around the corner. Seven decapitated bodies lay motionless in the hall. Her mechs dissolved and returned to her.
			

			
				Jake returned to Bex, put his arm around her.
			

			
				She spoke through her tears. “I’ve never had to do that. I can’t believe…”
			

			
				Jake wrapped his other arm around her, and she fell into his hug.
			

			
				Trent rushed in. “You guys okay?”
			

			
				Jake nodded, and was about to speak, but Trent had more.
			

			
				“Fun’s not over. More of these bastards coming in. Let’s go!”
			

			
				They sprang into action, Bex suppressing her horror as they bolted into the hall. She closed her eyes as Jake guided her over the dead bodies she’d created. They took the stairs two at a time and rushed to the backyard, just as they heard the front door lock give way. They climbed over the fence, flew through a neighbor’s yard, over another fence, and finally emerged onto the street a couple of blocks away.
			

			
				“What now?” Jake asked in a near panic.
			

			
				Bex snapped out of her morbid thoughts. “Blue line. Station’s just down the road.”
			

			
				They sprinted down the street, looking over their shoulders all the way. In no time, the lights of the station appeared, and no one pursued. They eased up as they entered the parking lot, panting for breath.
			

			
				Trent huffed out, “Have you ever seen that many Elites at one time before?”
			

			
				Bex’s mind kept drifting back to what she’d done. She had no response to give; she just shook her head slowly.
			

			
				Trent continued, unaware of her distress. “We’re lucky we got the drop on them.”
			

			
				Jake chimed in. “Those guns… they looked like mechs!”
			

			
				“Sharp guy,” quipped Trent.
			

			
				“How can they do that? How can they make flippin’ working guns?!”
			

			
				“They don’t call them ‘Elites’ for nothing.”
			

			
				They stood on the platform. The waiting area had closed for the night, but tickets could still be obtained through automated machines. The long station held lockers, restrooms, benches, and a few random people heading home or into downtown Los Angeles.
			

			
				Trent finally noticed Bex’s state of mind. They stopped near the ticket dispensers. He faced her, grabbed her shoulders.
			

			
				“Bex. You did what you had to, and you did it well. We are agents of Phalanx, and we have a job to do.”
			

			
				The sobs came again. “I killed them! Seven people!”
			

			
				Trent pulled her closer, avoiding drawing attention from passersby. “And they would have done the same to you. Would you rather it be you? Or Jake? Or me?”
			

			
				“No. No. Of course not. But I… I never thought it would feel like this.”
			

			
				Trent hugged her tight. “I know it’s a lot to handle, but we need you. I need you.”
			

			
				Bex gently pulled away, nodded. “I’m here.” She wiped her nose. “Back on the clock.”
			

			
				Trent looked down the dark track. No sign of the train. “This will take us close to Phalanx.”
			

			
				“What about the cavalry?” asked Jake.
			

			
				“We’re on our own, I think,” replied Trent, letting those words sink in even as he said them. “They are just too late; we can’t wait for them.” He impatiently looked from the parking lot to the tracks, and back again, then motioned them to stand against the wall, in deeper shadow.
			

			
				“I want to know how Hunters are able to recruit that level of talent,” said Bex, trying to keep her mind on their mission.
			

			
				“Seriously,” Jake said. “Can you guys make things on that level too?”
			

			
				“I’m good. Very good. But their mechs are beyond me,” she replied, shaking her head.
			

			
				“Seems like when I really need it, I can create on that level. But on the daily? Nope,” Trent grunted as he anxiously scanned their surroundings.
			

			
				They fell into an awkward silence. The distant sound of the train brought a welcome disruption. Its rhythms were almost hypnotic as it approached.
			

			
				Jake was relieved. “Finally here.”
			

			
				Trent looked to the parking lot and saw two black sedans screech to a stop. “And here they are!”
			

			
				All three turned to see seven soldiers in gray camo jump from the cars and storm towards the station, followed by a man in a black suit.
			

			
				Bex and Trent immediately relaxed. Jake was profoundly confused.
			

			
				The soldiers were weaponless, but took up positions on the platform in a line facing the parking lot, their palms open and at the ready.
			

			
				The suit strolled up to the teens. “Agent Santiago, Phalanx Security. I understand you need a lift home?”
			

			
				Trent shook his hand. “Welcome to the party!”
			

			
				Bex breathed deep. “You know what we’re up against?”
			

			
				Santiago flashed a salesman’s grin. “Leave it to us. We’ve dealt with a lot of Hunters.”
			

			
				The train rolled to a stop in the station. “Not like this,” Bex added.
			

			
				As if right on cue, they all heard several “whoosh” sounds rocket by. They ducked and prepared to conjure, but they could see no attacker or weaponry. The silence was unbearable. Suddenly a soldier screamed. Then another. And another.
			

			
				Bex was the first to see the horror. She cried out, “No!”
			

			
				Then the others saw too, and nothing in their world would ever be the same. Nothing could have prepared them for the hateful terror before them.
			

			
				The soldiers cried out in agony. One by one, their top halves toppled from their waists! All seven broken soldiers toppled and went silent in spreading pools of red and silver. Each had been sliced in half, and only one Mechcrafter was responsible.
			

			
				Jake collapsed to his knees, overwhelmed by the grisly scene and the realization that it was all because of him. All this death because of who he was. He couldn’t stop the flood of tears. Sasha emerged from the shadows in the parking lot and recalled her razor thin disc mech. Six Hunters strode behind her, all in black and looking serious as a suicide bomber.
			

			
				Trent snapped. The cause of all his life’s misery approached. The one figure who had taken everything from him, had ripped his life apart, came at him. And now was his chance to end her.
			

			
				Sasha focused on her target. Her mind raced with the possibilities; she couldn’t wait to explore and exploit Jake’s abilities. In him she would create the warrior to end the war once and for all. But she mustn’t get ahead of herself. She needed to push his limitations, find out what he was truly capable of.
			

			
				Santiago had heard the stories about Sasha, the myths. But seeing her in her all her sadistic glory sent shivers down his spine. The lights of the platform gleamed off Sasha’s masochistic accessories, giving her an eerie glow. Her most disturbing feature, however, was the devilish grin she wore.
			

			
				Innocent passengers exited the train, stepping into a crimson nightmare. Panicked screams and chaos erupted. People scattered.
			

			
				Santiago noted Trent moving toward their enemies, toward certain death. He pushed Trent back toward the tracks, “On the train! Now!”
			

			
				Trent tried to push past Santiago, but the agent kept him blocked and moving towards the train. “Get out of the way!” Trent yelled.
			

			
				Bex summoned a large shield mech and dropped it behind Santiago, deflecting a barrage of attacks hurled at them.
			

			
				Trent dropped and rolled to the side, evading Santiago, then fired off three large spikes at Sasha. She casually raised a small shield mech, the spikes striking it harmlessly. The threat over, Sasha transformed her shield mech into a thin circular blade and sent it flying at Trent’s neck.
			

			
				Unable to dodge, Trent instead spread a thick mech collar around his neck, protecting it from Sasha’s blade. The collar deflected it, but the blade dug too deep for comfort, and knocked Trent off balance. Recovering fast, he immediately conjured a handgun, much to Jake’s surprise, and fired at Sasha’s head. The bullet grazed her left ear and singed a lock of hair.
			

			
				Sasha fell back, and Santiago seized the moment. “On the train!” he yelled. This time he forced Trent toward the open train door, waving for Jake and Bex to follow. As they all moved, Sasha’s agents launched a barrage of small, thin discs at the group. Bex, quick on the draw, threw up a large shield to cover their escape. Jake and Bex boarded the train, noting the passengers had mostly fled the gruesome scene, though a few continued to stare in disbelief.
			

			
				Trent fought against Santiago, not ready to leave the fight. His target was so close now!
			

			
				“Get out of my way!”
			

			
				Santiago wasn’t budging; he pushed harder, getting Trent partly onto the train car. They locked eyes, and suddenly Santiago’s filled with panic. Trent looked down and saw a massive metallic spike protruding from Santiago’s torso. He looked up to see Sasha, grinning, grasping the end of a chain that extended to the deadly weapon.
			

			
				She commanded the chain to pull hard and tore Santiago off his feet; his eyes glazed over.
			

			
				The six agents, seeing Trent exposed, fired more discs. Bex and Jake pulled Trent into the train car as the doors slid closed, blocking most of the attacks. Two discs had slipped through and sliced Trent’s arm and Jake’s cheek.
			

			
				The train lurched forward, leaving the station and the enemies behind. Jake caught a glimpse of Sasha finishing off Santiago, a sadistic smile etched across her face. He shuddered. Bex collapsed in a seat and sobbed; truly exhausted. Trent staggered and held himself up with a hand grip. He, too, was visibly shaken.
			

			
				“I caused Santiago’s death. It’s my fault,” Trent whispered. “My fault.”
			

			
				As the train rolled on, Sasha and her agents pursued on foot. As they closed on the end of the train, they summoned their nanos and commanded them to coat their torsos. Willing the mechs to levitate, they all leaped impossibly far and landed atop the last train car. They hunkered down and began to slowly creep forward.
			

			
				In the darkened parking lot, the slim woman from the underground fighting arena stepped out from between vehicles and watched as Sasha and her men rode off with the train. Her eyes moved to the bloody scene at the station.
			

			
				This was getting out of control. She knew the time had come to intervene. Her mole was right to contact her faction. She only hoped it wasn’t too late. She put her phone to her ear.
			

			
				On the train, Jake struggled to see the last of the platform vanish out the window. They were alone in the train car. “Did they get on?” he asked.
			

			
				Bex wiped her tears, said, “How’s our luck been so far?” She stood and wrapped her arms around Trent, who held his hands to his head and shook.
			

			
				“I got him killed, Bex.”
			

			
				She had no words to comfort him. No clever quote or aged wisdom. Trent was absolutely right; Santiago’s death was the fallout of his stubborn obsession with murdering Sasha. No use denying it. Instead of words, she offered only a tighter embrace. Her best friend and protector felt frail in her arms, and for the first time in her life she knew true fear.
			

			
				Jake heard the heavy footfalls above first. This wasn’t over after all. “Time to go!” he said, grabbing Bex by the arm, and pointing up.
			

			
				Bex and Trent heard the enemy approaching and snapped into action. The three raced forward from car to car, some teeming with people with no clue of the horrors on the platform or the mortal danger above them. They gazed with disdain at the teens racing through. Some shook their heads, appalled at the rudeness; others just buried their heads deeper into their phones and iPads.
			

			
				“We’re running out of train. We have to make a stand,” Trent declared and stopped running. Bex and Jake halted, turning back to Trent.
			

			
				“Not here! Too many people,” Bex advised desperately.
			

			
				“It’s got to end, Bex! If not now, when?”
			

			
				“Seven to three! You like those odds?” she yelled.
			

			
				Suddenly the metal ceiling above buckled, dented, then began to tear open like a can of sardines. The disconnected passengers found themselves fully engaged and bolted for other train cars, screaming in panic. A blast of cool night air rushed in as the roof was literally torn open by the Hunters’ mechs.
			

			
				Trent immediately fired a large sphere and knocked one agent off the train and out of the fight. The remaining five jumped into the train car, the three teens backing away. Two Hunters launched thin vines that wrapped around Jake before he could even react.
			

			
				Trent created a sword mech and sliced through the tendrils as Bex peppered all five Hunters with a shower of tiny razors. They threw up their arms in defense and received painful cuts even through their trench coats.
			

			
				Sasha leaped into the car, hands open in a gesture of truce.
			

			
				“It doesn’t have to be like this, guys.”
			

			
				“Stay back,” commanded Bex, her voice shaky. She couldn’t suppress the images of death from the platform.
			

			
				“You’ve done well in protecting your treasure. You should be proud. Tell you what, hand Jake over and I’ll let you walk. All is forgiven.”
			

			
				Trent’s guilt and thirst for revenge boiled.
			

			
				“You’re going to die tonight!”
			

			
				Sasha laughed. “Play time is o–”
			

			
				Trent had held the thought of his mech handgun close to the surface; he produced it instantly, and a bullet interrupted her speech. She was too slow to put up a shield and took the hit just below the collarbone, knocking her back.
			

			
				Bex knew there was no other way now. For the mission to succeed they would have to fight here and now. While Sasha recovered from the shot, Bex launched a dozen daggers at the group. The tight quarters gave little room to dodge, and most took hits. One unlucky Hunter took a blade to the chest and collapsed. The four remaining men received superficial wounds, but Sasha–despite her chest wound–caught the knife coming for her in her bare hand.
			

			
				She cast the knife to the floor and flashed that damn grin. That wicked smile that revealed how much she loved the chaos and violence she wrought.
			

			
				“You’ll have to do better than that!”
			

			
				Sasha followed up with her own array of blades launched at the teens. Bex threw up a shield, while Trent dove behind a seat. Jake was not so quick and took three hits: arm, stomach, and thigh. He staggered back; the pain searing through him.
			

			
				Their enemies now off balance, the Hunters and Sasha charged forward. The knives buried in Jake began to morph and spread under the skin, one of Sasha’s favorite, most devastating moves. Jake cried out and desperately tried to pull the knife from his stomach.
			

			
				Bex couldn’t take it anymore. The violence she was responsible for. The loss of dear friends. The pain Sasha had caused- was causing now. Something deep within her changed, permanently. She was becoming something… something darker than she was, and she knew nothing would ever be the same..
			

			
				She stepped in the path, blocking Sasha. The two stood about six feet apart.
			

			
				“Back off, bitch!” Bex yelled and instantly fired off a barrage of her signature small blades, sharp as razors. Only this time, there was no stopping the ferocity of their flight.
			

			
				Even if she’d had time to raise a defense, these razors might have cut through it. Sasha took the full brunt, opening deep wounds all about her torso, arms, and face. Sasha stumbled.
			

			
				Trent wasted no time. He launched a single, thick tentacle at her. The four Hunters moved in; one created a metallic cube and dropped it on the tentacle, crushing it.
			

			
				Bex recalled her mechs as the Hunters created their own and rushed into the fray.
			

			
				The fight was a brutal, gritty clash. Years of pent up anger and hate were unleashed from both sides. Within these close, almost claustrophobic quarters, all grace and technique were off the table. Speed and damage were everything–this was a bloody brawl, winner take all!
			

			
				Trent created another handgun, blowing a hole into the chest of an attacking Hunter. Three remained. Another leaped over his fallen companion and tackled Trent.
			

			
				Bex ducked low, narrowly dodging the mech sword a Hunter swung at her. She reversed and kicked the Hunter hard in the stomach, knocking him back.
			

			
				Jake continued to struggle with Sasha’s penetrating blades–almost none of the silver showed now; they were mostly buried under his flesh.
			

			
				Sasha took advantage of the chaos and moved toward Jake. She began creating something large and complex. As she walked, it formed around her hand.
			

			
				Bex saw what was happening. She had to be free from the Hunters. As her attacker jumped at her, she threw a simple blob of nanos at his head. The malleable mech engulfed the Hunter’s entire face, cutting off all oxygen. Panicking, he clutched and grasped at the mech, all thoughts of attack gone.
			

			
				Sasha’s mech completed creation. She held her weapon high, revealing a grotesque metallic chainsaw! Obeying her mental command, the devilish machine turned on, sounding hollow and slick.
			

			
				Jake staggered back with fear. The pain from the knives took a back seat to this nightmare threat. He conjured and launched three sharp discs at Sasha, who blocked them easily.
			

			
				“Come on, Wonderboy! That all you got?” She laughed and lifted the chainsaw into the air.
			

			
				Bex jumped over two rows of seats to stand in the path, protecting Jake. Sasha swung, but Bex ducked, then fired another glob of mechs at her face. The chainsaw made short work of the mech, slicing through it and sending it off course.
			

			
				Now on the ground, she was an easy target. Sasha raised her weapon, ready to end the girl, but Jake hurled a metal staff–striking Sasha’s ribs, distracting her long enough for Bex to scramble away. Sasha recovered sufficiently, but Bex was no longer in range.
			

			
				Still battling hand-to-hand with the Hunter, Trent did his best to follow what Sasha was doing. He found himself pinned underneath the Hunter as they struggled. Trent spotted an opening and allowed himself to be pummeled in the face as he focused on his handgun and his target: Sasha.
			

			
				Bex returned to Jake’s side, ready for anything.
			

			
				“All right, Jake. Let’s see what you’re really made of. I can’t let just anybody join my ranks, after all!” sneered Sasha.
			

			
				She raised her chainsaw, just as Trent fired his gun, shooting her in the back. Red and silver poured from the wound, weakening her mech. Sasha stumbled and caught herself on one of the seats.
			

			
				The Hunter on Trent surrounded his fist with hard pointed nanos and punched him hard in the face, breaking his nose with a hideous sound. The Hunter smiled and cocked back for another hit. Trent immediately hugged the enemy close, and then expanded several two-foot-long spikes from his torso, puncturing and skewering his enemy! Trent pushed the impaled, limp Hunter off of him.
			

			
				Sasha, struggling to rise, turned her attention to Trent and raised her chainsaw. Bex created a vine mech and sent one end at Sasha. The mech wrapped around her wrist, and Bex pulled hard, jerking Sasha’s arm–and chainsaw–backwards. The business end of the chainsaw crashed through the nearby window, sending glass showering over them all as the wind and noise blasted in. Buildings and dark skyline flashed by as the train traveled above ground.
			

			
				The two remaining Hunters hopped over seats, passed Sasha, and came at Jake and Bex. One surrounded his fists with spiked mech gloves and began swinging at Jake, who ducked the best he could. The other grinned at Bex and summoned two long daggers in his hands.
			

			
				“You’re gonna bleed!” he exclaimed with too much glee. Before he made even his first move, Bex kicked him hard in the crotch. He gasped and buckled over, and as he fell, Bex brought her knee up to meet his face–the hard hello! The gasping Hunter hit the floor, spilling blood and silver from his mouth, holding his junk and groaning.
			

			
				“You first,” she happily replied.
			

			
				Jake blocked the spiked fist attacks with a shield mech that was getting more and more dented.
			

			
				Free of the dead Hunter, Trent leaped onto Jake’s attacker, bringing himself and the enemy to the ground. The Hunter on his belly, Trent summoned a rope mech, looped it around the enemy’s neck like a noose, and pulled back hard. “Run, Jake!” he yelled as he yanked on the rope.
			

			
				Jake turned to bolt, but the barely conscious, bloody-nosed Hunter sent out a thin vine to catch his foot, tripping him and holding him in place.
			

			
				Sasha charged toward Jake, taking a swing at Trent as she passed. Trent rolled off the Hunter, narrowly dodging the deadly chainsaw, and forcing Sasha to cut across her own man–slaying him.
			

			
				Bex created a sledgehammer mech to defend Jake. As Sasha came at them, she took a swing. Sasha dodged the blow and retaliated with a chainsaw swipe across Bex’s ribs! She fell onto a seat, clutching her bleeding side. Her mech dissolved and reabsorbed into her.
			

			
				Jake created a dozen small spheres and launched them at Sasha, who blocked a few, but took the hit from most–puncturing her cheek and stripping away some arm skin. Instead of crying out, she only laughed. Sasha dissolved her chainsaw and instead summoned a thin vine that shot out and wrapped around Trent’s neck. Trent grabbed at his throat; another vine wrapped around his torso, pinning his arms to his side.
			

			
				Sasha approached, casual and confident. “This was fun,” she giggled, looking at the destruction all around.
			

			
				She stepped over to Trent, who struggled to maintain conscious as the mech tightened. Sasha leaned in and whispered, “As you leave us to join your parents, I want to give you this final thought: they suffered. Like a lot!” she laughed, then grew deadly serious. “I’m talking old world, middle ages agony. All for you! And all for nothing. Choke on that!”
			

			
				Tears filled Trent’s eyes as Sasha stepped away. Tears, and something else: a fire, a blazing determination. He wasn’t done yet!
			

			
				Sasha looked down her nose at the wounded Bex, and said with disdain, “Such potential. What a waste.”
			

			
				Keeping Trent and Jake trapped, Sasha recreated her vicious chainsaw, and grinned. “Come on, Jake. Show me what secrets you’ve got in that beautiful DNA of yours!” She waved the chainsaw in front of his face and said, “This may sting a bit.”
			

			
				With that, Sasha drove the chainsaw down into Jake’s shoulder. He screamed and struggled.
			

			
				Bex cried out, “Jake!”
			

			
				Jake’s screams stopped as suddenly as they began. His face went completely calm, tranquil even. It was unsettling as hell.
			

			
				In a sudden burst, Sasha’s chainsaw and vine mechs exploded into a million loose nanos–a metallic mist, harmlessly floating throughout the train car.
			

			
				Sasha, caught completely off guard, stumbled back–awe and fear etched into her face.
			

			
				Bex stood frozen.
			

			
				Trent, freed from the vine, gasped for breath.
			

			
				Jake, completely unaware of his surroundings or of the blood and silver gushing from his shoulder, collapsed, senseless.
			

			
				A moment of stunned silence fell over the train car. No one moved. No one breathed. What they had just witnessed forever changed what they knew of their world. Nothing like this ability existed… until now.
			

			
				Trent, seeing Sasha near the shattered window, seized his opportunity and charged. He knocked her hard into the open window frame. Distracted and vulnerable, she was taken completely by surprise, and it cost her. Blinded by rage, Trent grabbed her by the head, and before she could react, began bashing it against the window frame–the broken glass shards cutting deeper with each strike.
			

			
				Bex clutched her wound and made her way to Jake. He’d lost a lot of blood. Too much blood. Bex created a metallic bandage and coated Jake’s gaping shoulder, which slowed the bleeding some.
			

			
				Trent continued his relentless assault, denying Sasha the chance to get her feet under her.
			

			
				“It’s over! You’re done!” he screamed and raised his hands, forming two long spikes–preparing for the killing strike.
			

			
				Through a garbled, bloody mouth, she replied, “Am I?”
			

			
				Her head halfway out of the car, she focused on the track ahead and launched a small glob of nanos from the open wounds in her face and sent them far ahead onto the track itself. Just as Trent prepared to bring down the spikes to end her, the train car in front of them hit the small mech and derailed! Their car followed, jolted off the track, throwing them all into the air as the train tumbled off the rails, plunging some thirty feet.
			

			
				As the car fell, Sasha lassoed Jake’s unconscious body with several mech vines and pulled him to her at the open window. In the same moment, she sent a thicker vine out up to latch onto the tracks above.
			

			
				Trent reached for Bex, pulling her close, as she created a mech sphere to encase and protect them.
			

			
				With Jake in tow, Sasha used the vine mech to pull them both out the window just as the train car crashed on the asphalt below. She watched as all seven cars and the engine toppled into twisted piles of metal. Smoke and screams filled the air as the last of the train settled. Her prize at last in her possession, Sasha disappeared into the darkness.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The report from his agents made his blood run cold. Dr. Flint felt shaky. His daughter was in the train wreck, and last word was that she, Trent, and Jake were nowhere to be found. This was not good enough. Eyes in the sky didn’t give him in the information he needed. He had to have boots on the ground to know for sure what happened. Yet, he had no way to get them out there. With the building surrounded, he could not risk more deaths. They were simply trapped and outnumbered. After hearing what happened to Santiago and the San Diego team, he knew no other location would assist. They were on their own.
			

			
				One of his assistants rushed to his side. Sandra Locke had started as a student over seven years ago, and now she was in charge of much of Phalanx’s communications, networking, and of course, hacking. The spunky, twenty-two-year-old kept her long, black hair in a ponytail for efficiency, and it swayed as she approached briskly.
			

			
				“Sir, we have a long list of volunteers. You could send out another party to punch through their lines and bring Bex back.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Locke. But this is my doing. I’m the fool that sent her out into this. I don’t want more blood on my hands because of my mistakes.”
			

			
				“But sir–”
			

			
				“We’ll keep our satellites in position for as long as we can and keep praying.”
			

			
				Locke was speechless. She hadn’t expected him to deny the volunteer team.
			

			
				Another agent in the room brought up satellite footage and projected it onto the large monitor at the head of the room. Live views of the subway crash site came onto the screen.
			

			
				The scene was still dark. Authorities had not yet arrived. The carnage was ghastly. Some agents looked away, while others scanned the screen intensely, hoping for some sign of their people. All along the track line, strewn about the asphalt below, pieces of train cars and passengers lay mangled and broken. This had Sasha written all over it, no doubt.
			

			
				Brave Locke did not shy away from the gruesome scene, but instead approached the monitor for a closer look. Toward the rear of the train she saw it through a window: the glint of a large silver sphere.
			

			
				“There!”
			

			
				The agent zoomed in on the smooth chrome object, and Dr. Flint’s hope rose once more.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 12
			

			
				 
			

			
				His eyes shot open. The searing pain in both shoulders was unbearable. Jake looked around frantically. He was on his back. He tried to sit, but something held him in place. He looked to his left and right and discovered that although the grisly chainsaw wound had mostly healed, a fresh source of the agony tortured him: a thick mech spear pierced him just below the shoulder and collarbone on both sides.
			

			
				Panic set in, and he stifled a scream.
			

			
				“Scream all you want. That won’t do you any good here, Jake,” said Sasha from somewhere unseen. Jake noted that he was securely pinned to a stone floor in a shallow pit. The circle was about the size of a man, and about three feet deep. The floor was covered in dried blood, but it felt sticky, too. Fresh. He tried to calm his breathing.
			

			
				Sasha appeared above him, standing at the edge of the pit. As always, her beauty was punctuated by the vicious mech jewelry that constantly tortured her. But now there was a nasty gash along her left cheek, the flesh around it raw like ground beef.
			

			
				“Where are they?” he managed to utter through the pain.
			

			
				“Dead in the wreckage, I assume,” she replied nonchalantly.
			

			
				His heart sank. He wanted to yell, to curse at her, to destroy her. In the end, he could only fight back tears.
			

			
				“Don’t mourn them. They’ve been purified, they are no longer the abominations that you and I still are.”
			

			
				“What are you talking about?”
			

			
				“This poison coursing through our veins, it’s not natural. It doesn’t belong–we don’t belong here.”
			

			
				“You volunteered for this. You took the injections.”
			

			
				“Yes. I was a fool. I thought Mechcraft could make me a better person–powerful and confident. It gave me the power, but corrupted everything else about me. Can’t you hear them? The nanos are always there. In your head. Always.”
			

			
				“So you think killing people is the answer? You’re sick.”
			

			
				“Is it wrong to protect people from Mechcrafters? No one should have our kind of power. Mechcraft is godlike; too tempting to oppress others. Mechcraft corrupts the soul, and I’m going to rid the world of our kind. And that brings me to you, Jake. You are the new God. And now that I know your secret, you’re going to help me.”
			

			
				“Help you? After what you’ve done? Go to Hell!”
			

			
				“It’s okay, I understand your fears. You don’t see things my way just yet, but we’ll get there. For now, let’s see that wonderful ability of yours. Stand up, Jake.”
			

			
				“Take these things out.”
			

			
				“You.”
			

			
				“What kind of game is this?!”
			

			
				“Training. Now stand up.”
			

			
				Refusing to comply, Jake relaxed his body and lay motionless, staring at the ceiling.
			

			
				Sasha let out a long, exasperated sigh. “I don’t recommend this course of action, Jake.”
			

			
				Suddenly the imbedded mech spears widened ever so slightly, causing excruciating pain. Jake cried out and struggled.
			

			
				“Now stand up!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wreckage stretched over a hundred feet across asphalt and mangled tracks. Smoke belched from the engine car. Each passenger car bore the wounds of Sasha’s handiwork. Some had minor dents, while others were completely twisted and torn apart.
			

			
				The screams and cries of the victims filled the air. Bodies lay strewn about the street. Some stirred, most did not.
			

			
				One train car, wrenched and on its side, groaned as the roof bulged and tore open. A large metallic sphere swelled, pushing and widening the tear. The sphere rose free of the wreckage and dissolved. Both teens tumbled out and collapsed in the street, their wounds from the crash having nearly destroyed them.
			

			
				Trent winced in pain as he realized his left arm was broken. Bex drifted in and out of consciousness, a gaping head wound bled over her swollen right eye. She tried to stand, but couldn’t muster the strength. Trent feebly stood, using the demolished train car as leverage. He shook his head, trying to find his bearings.
			

			
				Bex leaned against the car and looked upon the destruction wrought by Sasha. She heard the moans and screams and cries for help from the dozens of victims. She could no longer hold back tears.
			

			
				“All these people,” she muttered weakly. “All these people. My God!” The sobs came fully now.
			

			
				“She’s got him,” Trent managed to say in a raspy voice. He stepped forward, away from the wreckage. He focused on the sets of headlights heading their way.
			

			
				Four camouflage-painted military Hummers rolled into the clearing. Trent waved them in.
			

			
				Bex, feeling a rush of adrenaline from this new threat, managed to stand. “What now?”
			

			
				“Be cool,” Trent motioned.
			

			
				The doors to the nearest Hummer opened, and out stepped a rugged, scruffy man in military green. He hadn’t shaved in days and looked tough, but tired.
			

			
				Bex knew him immediately and turned to Trent. “What the hell? Gauntlet!”
			

			
				She thrust her palms out and began summoning her nanos.
			

			
				Trent held her wrist. “Stop. It’s okay.”
			

			
				“What are you doing?!”
			

			
				“I called them.”
			

			
				“You what?” She turned her aim toward Trent. “You called Gauntlet? Have you lost your mind? Explain! Now!”
			

			
				“This is Plan B,” he said as he walked toward the man in charge.
			

			
				More men and women in military green stepped out of the vehicles and lined up behind their leader.
			

			
				Trent shook hands with the lead soldier, but the man was clearly more interested in Bex. The tired officer stepped forward, keeping a respectable distance. The slim woman who’d been spying on the teens got out of her vehicle to stand at his side.
			

			
				“Miss Flint, I’m Grant MacReady.”
			

			
				Unimpressed, Bex took a defensive stance. “I know who you are. Back off, traitor!”
			

			
				Trent stepped between Bex and Grant. “They are going to help us. They want peace with Phalanx.”
			

			
				“You believe that, you’re a bigger idiot than I thought.”
			

			
				“It’s true,” continued Grant. “The threat the Hunters pose is just too great to ignore, especially now that they have… well, the enemy of my enemy is my friend. We want a truce, Miss Flint.”
			

			
				“How can I trust you?”
			

			
				“Because I could have ordered my soldiers to attack and been done with it; but that’s not what I want.”
			

			
				Bex was shaky, Trent steadied her. “Fair enough,” she replied.
			

			
				Trent addressed Grant. “Change in plans.” Sirens echoed in the distance. Help for the victims drew near.
			

			
				“I know. Sasha took him,” Grant jumped in.
			

			
				“How did you–”
			

			
				“Eyes and ears everywhere,” quipped Grant. “Shall we go find our chosen one?”
			

			
				The sirens grew louder.
			

			
				Bex forced herself to stand tall. She looked into Grant’s eyes and nodded. She was in.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha was impressed at Jake’s willpower to resist her methods. Her mechs were nearly double their original width, delivering more pain than to any other recruit she’d ever dealt with before.
			

			
				“You have the power to end your suffering, Jake,” she said soothingly. “Come on… let’s see the magic!”
			

			
				Jake lay motionless, gritting his teeth. Sweat dotted his forehead and ran down his cheeks. His breathing was labored. The mechs spiking his shoulders had expanded to an unforgiving width, stretching grotesque wounds.
			

			
				“There is no shame in surrendering to me. I offer you a chance at greatness. Why not take my hand?”
			

			
				“Genocide,” he forced out, barely audible.
			

			
				“Purifying. We are helping mankind, protecting innocent people. Help us!”
			

			
				“Never,” he grunted.
			

			
				“You’re all alone now, Jake. Join me and have a home again. Your parents are dead. Your friends are dead. You have nothing left. Let me give you something to live for again.”
			

			
				“You killed them all!”
			

			
				“There is that. Yes, I destroyed the abominations. Did them a favor, actually. They’d thank me if they could.”
			

			
				Jake’s eyes revealed his rage, his unleashed hatred. Her plan was working. Sasha knew he would snap. “Now Jake, you don’t have to lie there and take it. I murdered everyone you care about… and I loved it! It’s just you and me here. No one to protect me. Come on! Avenge them!”
			

			
				Instantly, Sasha’s mechs burst into metallic mist, freeing him. Sasha stepped back, the biggest grin across her mutilated face. Somehow, he’d disrupted Sasha’s mechs again. Jake tried to get to his feet, but found himself completely exhausted. Using this ability left him drained. He felt like he was moving underwater. Slowly, he pulled himself out of the pit. Sasha stood triumphant before him.
			

			
				“I knew you had it in you,” she said with unsettling satisfaction in her tone. “Don’t worry. The exhaustion will go away once you have more practice, I’m sure.”
			

			
				Jake barely managed to rise to his feet, but he’d never felt so weak. He wanted so badly to attack her, to unleash all this new power upon her. Yet he’d never felt more afraid of anyone in his entire life. Sasha was a monster, no doubt, and a lunatic. He feared for his parents. Feared for Bex and Trent, even for Scott. And he feared for himself.
			

			
				Sasha began pacing confidently. “I have plans, Jake. And now that I have you, I can’t lose. I can make you invincible, Jake. I can show you how to harness that unique little talent you possess. All you have to do is submit to me. Join our faction.”
			

			
				Jake, catching his breath, listened intently as the bile spilled from Sasha’s mouth. He found the strength to speak at last. “Not going to happen.”
			

			
				Sasha stopped pacing, facing Jake. She wore a frustrated frown. “Maybe you need a little time to consider my offer.”
			

			
				She fired off three small discs at Jake, each slicing him deep. One struck his left arm, the other two cut his calves, and he dropped to his knees, crying out in pain.
			

			
				Sasha recalled her mechs and sent them out once again as a single pulverizing beam that knocked Jake back into the pit. Stunned and in agony, Jake rolled onto his back. Sasha dropped a mech collar onto Jake’s neck–tight enough to restrain him, but loose enough not to choke him. The mech bolts itself to the concrete floor, pinning him.
			

			
				“Ponder what I’ve said, Jakey,” Sasha said as she exited the basement.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				A caravan of Hummers drove down narrow streets in an empty warehouse district in Torrance. The sleepy, middle class town held few industrial areas, giving most of its real estate to residences, office parks, and retail.
			

			
				Bex watched the dark buildings race by, not really seeing any of it. Her mind knew only worry. Sasha had taken Jake; they had no hope of finding him now. Gauntlet seemed confident they’d be able to locate him, but then what? Bex put no faith in these frenemies.
			

			
				Trent was on her shit list now, too. What was he thinking dealing with these traitors behind her back? Her trust in him was hanging by a thread.
			

			
				The Hummers slowed at a low, nondescript building, stopping in front of a large metal door. After a few seconds, the door slid open with a grinding squeak. Bex looked beyond the entrance into total darkness and her nerves jumped into full alert. She was in the back seat with Trent, who looked perfectly at ease. In the front passenger seat, Grant MacReady sat, stoic and calm.
			

			
				The Hummers pulled forward, moving into the darkness. Their headlights revealed a massive rectangular hole directly ahead in the center of the otherwise empty warehouse. They were headed straight for it.
			

			
				Bex gripped the passenger handle, checking Trent’s disposition. He still seemed fine. He returned her glance and noticed her anxiety.
			

			
				“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “Almost there.”
			

			
				The metal door closed once all four Hummers had entered the warehouse.
			

			
				Ahead, the rectangular pit awaited. The lead Hummer, Bex inside, drove off the ledge–and safely onto a steep ramping sloping downward.
			

			
				Grant spoke from the front, “I hope you appreciate my gesture here, Miss Flint. Showing you our base location is a big risk on our part. It should prove to you how serious we are about mending fences.”
			

			
				Bex had regained her composure and was now able to muster her courage once again. “Understood. Noted.”
			

			
				They descended an eternity, and finally emerged into an expansive hangar filled with Hummers, Jeeps, and what looked like helicopters down a distant corridor. Men and women in camouflage uniforms worked diligently at their tasks. Bex found herself impressed and a bit nervous at this level of organization.
			

			
				They parked at the end, and filed up a corridor, Grant getting saluted by others along the way. They passed by a large war room with walls coated in dozens of massive monitors, each displaying surveillance of homes, businesses, and street corners. Other displays showed digital maps of traffic lights and power grids. Bex couldn’t fight a mixture of admiration and trepidation; either way, it was overwhelming.
			

			
				The group ended up in a meeting room, a large oval table in the center. Grant and the thin woman took seats at the head of the table. Trent followed suit. Bex remained standing, arms crossed. Trent, looking embarrassed, scowled and gestured for her to take a seat. Bex remained standing.
			

			
				“Cut the shit. What are we doing here?” she said. “We should be out finding Jake!”
			

			
				“We are,” Grant said and reached for a remote on the table. With a click, a large flat screen monitor lit up the room. The screen was split into four smaller displays, each with a stationary view of different structures: a pawn shop store front, a day care center, a mansion, and a yacht docked in a harbor.
			

			
				The thin woman cleared her throat.
			

			
				Grant took the hint, “Sorry. This is Valerie, our Intelligence Officer.”
			

			
				Valerie wasted no time and jumped right in. “What you’re seeing on screen are the known locations of Hunter clusters. Surveillance over the past twenty-four hours has shown no activity at all. It’s like they’ve gone to ground.”
			

			
				“They are being very careful,” added Grant.
			

			
				Valerie continued, “Additionally, we have operatives in the field running down leads.”
			

			
				“And…?” Bex asked, completely exasperated.
			

			
				“At this time, no sign of Jake or Sasha,” Valerie answered. “But it’s only a matter of time.”
			

			
				Bex clenched her fists, “Time is something we don’t have!”
			

			
				Trent leaned closer, “They’re on our side, Bex.”
			

			
				She turned to Trent, fury and accusation in her eyes, “I’m not even sure if you’re on my side at this point! This is a slap in the face of everything we stand for.”
			

			
				“Get off your high horse!” Trent lost his cool. “If you’d open your mind a little, you’d see that Gauntlet is tired of this war, too, and wants to reconnect with Phalanx. I know your Dad would want this. Cut the tough-girl bullshit and listen to Grant!”
			

			
				Caught off guard, Bex could only sit and stew for a moment. She breathed deep, calmed herself, and looked across the table.
			

			
				“Please, continue.”
			

			
				Grant also took a deep breath. “Thank you for hearing me out. Trent has risked a lot over the past months to bring our factions together. It’s true, we want to reunite with your Father. I think helping Jake reach his destination will go a long way to that end.”
			

			
				Bex relaxed a bit, but still looked pissed.
			

			
				“I have a proposal,” Grant continued. “Get me a meeting with your Father, and we get Jake and all of you back to Phalanx safe and sound.”
			

			
				Bex blinked, incredulous. “And?”
			

			
				“That’s it. We’ll bring our full arsenal to bear. You just get me that meeting.”
			

			
				Bex stood and began pacing behind Trent, her phone to her ear. Grant and Veronica looked at each other, unable to decipher the whispered conversation Bex was conducting.
			

			
				Trent sat stone-faced, for once nothing to say.
			

			
				At last Bex took her seat once more and looked Grant dead in the eye. “OK. Done. What now?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dr. Flint was overjoyed to hear her voice. Bex had sounded like herself, not under duress at all. He was just thankful she was alive, and that Trent had also emerged relatively unscathed. But the news of Jake’s kidnapping shook him to his core. No wonder they hadn’t seen him anywhere on the satellite feed of the wreckage. With Sasha in possession of her prize, she would be emboldened, an even greater threat.
			

			
				Desperate to bring Jake to safety, Dr. Flint considered his options. He had his tech team looking for traces of Jake all over town, utilizing their network of cameras throughout the city. Another group was hacking away at the Hunter network, looking for chatter on Jake. But there was one final source he could consult for aid. A source he wished to hell he didn’t have to face, let alone ask for help. He really had no choice. This authority most likely already knew what was happening and would expect, even demand, a visit from him soon enough.
			

			
				Jake wasn’t the only miracle in the Mechcraft world of late, and he couldn’t help ponder the timing of the two singularities. In what way could they be connected? Those answers would have to wait.
			

			
				For now, he made his way to the Phalanx HQ basement to confront the other miracle.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 13
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha sat behind her desk, her office door closed. The house was quiet; her beloved followers sleeping. She loved them all and relished the coming day when she would purify each one of them. She knew how insane that sounded, as it meant a painful death, but it was for the greater good. She fought back a tear of joy at the thought of saving each one of her followers. They did not belong in this world, and their very existence was an abomination. But before that beautiful day came, there was much work to be done.
			

			
				Jake could be the game-changer she needed. But how to get him to see things her way? She felt doubt. After today’s show of his determination, that her current methods simply were not enough. She’d never seen someone endure so much pain and still resist her. She needed him strong and confident, not broken. Almost twenty-four hours of torment had not persuaded him to submit.
			

			
				Sasha roamed the dark halls, went downstairs and found her way back to the basement. As she opened the heavy door, she wondered how much blood Jake had lost since their last session. It was silent in the large room. She found Jake as she’d left him–mech spikes through his shoulders, one through his gut, and a collar pinning him down. He lay motionless, staring at the ceiling. How was he able to take so much suffering? She found herself fascinated by him.
			

			
				“Good, you’re up,” she slowly, casually crossed the room. “Look, obviously I’m not getting through to you. And honestly, I really don’t enjoy hurting you.”
			

			
				Jake remained silent. In his solitude and agony over the past hours, he had fought through fear and terror. He was transforming, but he into what he had no idea yet.
			

			
				Sasha continued, “Oh, I know I may seem harsh, but it’s all for the good of Humanity. I think I have a way for you to understand what we do here and why.”
			

			
				Jake could barely muster the words, “I can hardly wait.”
			

			
				“Time to hit you with the hard truth, Jake. Your parents and I were once on the same team. Hell, they made me! And I was all too willing to get juiced up. And that is my shame to bear.”
			

			
				“Why’d you do it?” Jake’s voice still hoarse, but finding its courage with each passing moment.
			

			
				“I was an asshole. Angry at the world. Angry at God. Greg and Tina offered power. And I fell for it; I was really too young and too pissed off at everything to make that decision, Jake. I was considered lucky. Dad was a big wig, so he called in some favors, and next thing I knew I was their Goddess Du jour. They had tried the process on younger kids, but none of them made the change. Turns out Mechcraft only kicks in with teens and adults. At first it was amazing. The nanotech in my body took away all my fear. I was damn near invincible! Tina and I really hit it off, even though I was only seventeen. She taught me so much.”
			

			
				“Then why?! Why do all this?!”
			

			
				“I killed my Mom. It was an accident. Lost my temper, let out a mech. Next thing I knew, she was on the floor. Gone. Dad was less than sympathetic, as you can imagine. Called me a monster. There was never a trial. Dad used his position to cover everything up. When the dust settled, he threw me out. Told me he never wanted to see me again. I begged him to let me stay, but he only saw a murdering psycho. I went to your parents for help. Tina seemed to fear me. She tried to hide it, but her eyes gave her away. Plus, they were too busy dealing with the other scientists and all that infighting. No time for a broken, uncontrollable teenager.”
			

			
				“I heard them arguing over the purpose and uses for Mechcraft. Help mankind out in the open, or help them behind the scenes. They were both wrong. Dad was spot on about one thing: I was a monster. I realized then that we were all monsters; Tina, my dad, your dad… lots of good people we’d already lost by then. We had no business being here. Too much power. Too much corruption. The kindest thing I could do for my fellow Mechcrafters was to destroy them. I’ve pleaded my case to countless Mechcrafters and built a dedicated group who see things my way. What we do is going to save Mankind, Jake.”
			

			
				Her story was met with silence. She sighed and continued. “That brings me to you. My goals have stalled out. I’ve been praying for help, something to strengthen our cause, and then you made the change. A true sign. Jake, I am sorry for all that’s happened. But you must believe that they are all in a better place now. And I want your help in cleansing the rest. You were sent to help me win this war.”
			

			
				“Forgive me if I don’t feel the love,” he grunted through the pain.
			

			
				Suddenly Sasha’s mechs returned to liquid and merged with her. “Sorry, Jake. I wanted you to know my side before freeing you. Now it’s up to you what happens next.”
			

			
				Jake started to sit up, but the agony from his torso wound forced him back down. The floor of the pit felt sticky with his blood and the stains of countless others. He was frightened by the implications.
			

			
				“Take it slow. You’ve been through a lot,” she said. Her tone sounded genuine, which was somehow more unsettling than her fury.
			

			
				Jake rolled to his left side, taking his time. From there he used the three-foot wall of the pit to help him rise to his knees. The back of his shirt was soaked, and he knew it wasn’t sweat.
			

			
				“How long have I been down here?” he uttered weakly.
			

			
				“A little over twenty-four hours. When you’re ready, there’s a shower, change of clothes, and food. You must be starved.”
			

			
				Sasha looked at the damaged teen, proudly. Her savior, she hoped. Already his wounds were closing up with healing scabs, although the torture had definitely taken its toll. “You will be my guest until you have your strength back. Until then, will you at least read our manifesto and consider our position?”
			

			
				Jake gave her no answer. He only staggered slowly from the pit and across the basement. He paused at the door, looked over his shoulder at Sasha. Sasha took the cue, met him at the door, and led him up into the mansion. She could barely contain her revelry.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Showered, fed, and rested, Jake emerged from an upstairs bedroom. Two guards posted outside the door nervously averted their eyes from him.
			

			
				“Sasha is… err… waiting for you down… in her office. It’s… down the hall,” one of the guards stammered.
			

			
				Jake couldn’t help but grin slightly. Word about him had obviously spread. He really didn’t understand what the big deal was. Sure, he could disrupt the mechs of others, which was damn cool. Still, he felt like such a novice, barely able to control any of his powers yet. But hey, what these psychos didn’t know wouldn’t hurt ‘em.
			

			
				He made his way down the hall to an open door at the end. He knocked as he poked his head in. Sasha sat behind an ornate desk, tapping away on her laptop. She looked up and smiled. It was a grin both beautiful and grotesque with her masochistic accessories keeping her flesh raw.
			

			
				“Come in, Jake. Please, have a seat.”
			

			
				He sat in one of the chairs across from the desk. He detested being in the same room as this murderous woman, but he had decided it would be best to play the role for now.
			

			
				“You clean up nice. And the clothes suit you.”
			

			
				Jake wore what he suspected was the Hunter standard issue uniform: black pants, black button-down shirt, and a black trench coat. Only item he left behind was the black tie. It was just overkill. “Uh, yeah. Well, thanks for the hospitality.”
			

			
				“We’ll let the tie slide for now. It’s good to see you becoming one of us, that is, not refusing outright. How are you feeling?”
			

			
				He did his best to quell the fear and hatred coursing through him. “Alright, I guess. All things considered.”
			

			
				“Good! I really want to put all that nasty business from earlier behind us. I’m thrilled you’ve chosen this path, but you’ll forgive us if we’re not so quick to trust you.”
			

			
				“Certainly.”
			

			
				“I believe in you, Jake. And in time, so will the others. For now, do you have any questions for me?”
			

			
				Jake wanted to leap across the desk and strangle her. He wanted to create a gun and blow her brains out. Calming himself, he casually asked, “What’s with these clothes?”
			

			
				She cracked a grin, but it quickly vanished. “Our attire is very important, Jake. We represent merciful death. Merciful. Our cause is a righteous one, and our uniforms represent respect for our mission.”
			

			
				“I didn’t mean to offend. Sorry.”
			

			
				“No offense taken, Jake. You are learning our ways. All questions are welcome.”
			

			
				“Then I guess my biggest question is what happens next?”
			

			
				Sasha rose. “Follow me and we’ll get started.”
			

			
				Jake followed her down the stairs and into the living room. The house was buzzing with activity. Hunters, all in black, hurried about. Some huddled in groups being taught by a leader. Some walked about carrying a tablet and entering information. And some moved boxes of supplies to different rooms or unpacked them. But everyone froze to observe the infamous stranger in their midst.
			

			
				Sasha ignored their astonishment and intimidation and led Jake back to the basement door. She noted the worry etched on his face.
			

			
				“Don’t stress, Jake. You’re one of us now.”
			

			
				She opened the door, and they descended. Jake’s eyes immediately shot to the pit where he’d suffered so much agony just hours ago. The area was now completely clean. No evidence whatsoever remained of his torture. Sasha led him to the center of the room, next to the pit. Behind them, a dozen Hunters came down the steps and entered the area. They were a mix of men and women, all in their twenties, and all looking nervous.
			

			
				“Come, come. Line up! That’s it,” began Sasha, gesturing to her minions. “Jake, we are going to do a bit of training. I need to see what you can do, and where we can improve.”
			

			
				He scanned them all, each with a countenance of fear and caution. They were all older than him and surely far more experienced. He should have been afraid of them, not the other way around. His abilities must truly be unique to have inspired this kind of trepidation amongst strangers. Then his eyes fell on Scott in the line-up. His betrayer looked uncomfortable standing there, facing his friend. Good. Bastard deserved to pay.
			

			
				Unable to hold back, Jake pointed at Scott and grunted, “You son-of-a-bitch. Because of you, my parents may be dead!”
			

			
				He opened his palms, preparing to conjure, but Sasha gently pressed on his wrists, lowering his hands.
			

			
				“Please, Jake. Not here. Not like this, not in anger. You don’t yet understand. Scott’s actions came from a place of mercy and kindness. I know your rage is filling your heart, but I must insist on temperance,” she soothed. “Here, we are one family. Let’s get some training done.”
			

			
				Jake continued to glare at Scott, grinning threateningly and nodding. Not now? Fine. But it would be sometime. Never before had he wanted to kill someone as badly as he wanted to end Scott.
			

			
				Sasha grinned and pointed to Scott, “Scott, please assist us. Thank you.”
			

			
				Scott nervously stepped forward. He’d heard all about what Jake did on the subway, and he knew his own skills were not the best; he was painfully aware of Jake’s grudge against him, which didn’t make things easier. But he desperately wanted to prove his worth to Sasha. She was everything to him.
			

			
				Sasha took two steps backward, allowing the two to face one another. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Scott, be a dear and attack Jake, please.”
			

			
				Scott pushed all doubt from his mind and immediately held out his palms and began to conjure. Jake didn’t hesitate to begin his own conjuring.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 14
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Gauntlet Headquarters closed in on Bex. She felt completely helpless and claustrophobic here. Jake was nowhere to be found, despite the extensive surveillance this faction brought to bear.
			

			
				They hacked into the mass of traffic camera networks and had eyes on most of Los Angeles. Additionally, they had agents in the field scoping out known Hunter safe houses. Seemed all the Hunters had gone to ground. Not a sighting since last night.
			

			
				Bex followed Trent into the men’s locker room, ignoring the protests and scrambling of the occupants. Men grabbed for towels or conjured mechs around their genitals. She ignored them and pressed on to her target.
			

			
				Trent opened a locker and took off his shirt, his back still to Bex even though he knew she was right there.
			

			
				“What?” he finally said.
			

			
				“How could you do this? You’ve betrayed my father and betrayed me! Once this is over, we are done!”
			

			
				Trent faced Bex, anger in his eyes now. “So it’s like that? You should be thanking me! I brokered a peace between warring factions! And we now have an army looking for Jake instead of just the two of us. I sure as shit don’t see any help coming from our people. San Diego isn’t going to risk any more deaths after what happened at the train station. And our HQ is completely surrounded. Gauntlet is going to help find Jake. We will get him back. So your self-righteous ass can go to hell!”
			

			
				With that, he turned back to his locker and bent to untie his boots.
			

			
				Taken aback by his words, Bex had no reply. She just stood there, staring blankly for a moment.
			

			
				Trent continued, his back still to her. “You want a new partner after this mission–fine. Maybe I’ve outgrown you, anyway.”
			

			
				He stood up and put his boots in the locker. “You may want to leave now,” he added and unzipped his pants.
			

			
				Bex stormed out, furious with Trent, but more at herself for not giving it right back to him. But there was the smallest little itch in the back of her mind that Trent was right. She shoved that as far down as she could. He betrayed me. Let’s not muddy that simple fact. As long as she stayed close to the surface, there were a lot of things she didn’t have to think about. But at the heart of her fury was the undeniable fact that she had failed Jake. That was harder to ignore. And now he was in the hands of a vile, sadistic nut job. All because of her.
			

			
				She walked the halls, passing by Gauntlet soldiers, all busying themselves with the hunt for Jake. She cast her eyes downward. All this effort because of her, because she wasn’t strong enough. This faction, despite being at odds with her beloved Phalanx, was about to risk lives in order to complete her mission.
			

			
				She unconsciously squeezed hand sanitizer into her palms and rubbed them together with growing vigor.
			

			
				If she’d had any clue where to find Jake, she’d slip out of this base and take on the Hunters herself. She’d wade through countless enemies to rescue Jake. But in the end, she was helpless and dependent on these soldiers to find him.
			

			
				Her skin chafing, she caught herself and stopped rubbing. She wandered into their large war room, dozens of stations, each with a computer, all facing a massive interactive monitor on one wall. It all screamed “action movie.”
			

			
				Bex found Veronica giving orders and downing coffee. She looked like shit and probably hadn’t slept in the past thirty-six hours. The sting of guilt struck her once more.
			

			
				“Any update?” Bex asked.
			

			
				“Believe me, you’ll be the first to know,” she replied curtly, and went back to monitoring and giving orders.
			

			
				Back in the hall, she came across Grant in his office. The door was open, and he was dismissing three soldiers. They looked exhausted as they passed by her.
			

			
				“Hey Bex, come in,” Grant motioned her in.
			

			
				She entered and took a seat.
			

			
				“You look like Hell,” he noted.
			

			
				“Holding it together,” she lied. “I just spoke to Veronica. Nothing new.”
			

			
				“We’re working on it. We’ll find him, Bex.”
			

			
				“How can you be so sure?”
			

			
				“I have faith. Faith in my soldiers. Faith in our cause. And faith that we live in a world where sometimes the good guys win.”
			

			
				Bex had no reply. Her own faith was running on fumes at the moment. Grant seemed to notice.
			

			
				“Listen to me. I see what’s going on. This is not your fault. You cannot blame yourself.”
			

			
				“That’s where you’re wrong, Grant,” she blurted out, surprising even herself. She’d had no intention of allowing him to see her pain.
			

			
				“How can this possibly be your fault? Did you make every effort to keep Jake safe?”
			

			
				“Yes, but–”
			

			
				“And did you utilize all your skills and cunning?”
			

			
				“Of course.”
			

			
				“Then you are blameless. Circumstance was your enemy on that train. That, and Sasha’s ruthless nature. She was willing to take hundreds of innocent lives just to get her hands on Jake. That level of psychotic commitment none of us could foresee.”
			

			
				“I get it.”
			

			
				“But you’d rather keep that guilt strapped to your back. Is that it?”
			

			
				She remained silent. He was right.
			

			
				“Do what you like, but just know your self-pity isn’t helping anyone. Least of all Jake.”
			

			
				She looked up directly into his eyes for the first time since she sat down. He was absolutely right.
			

			
				Veronica burst into the room, out of breath. “Gamma Team has gone missing,” she panted. “They didn’t check in and their body cams are offline.”
			

			
				Grant stood up. “Where were they positioned?”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 15
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha admired the progress Jake was making. In just two days he’d overcome challenges her other Hunters would’ve taken weeks or months to conquer. He was the gift that kept on giving.
			

			
				He handily defeated her line of Hunters, even when they attacked in unison. He even maintained discipline when faced off against Scott, in spite of having every reason to hurt him.
			

			
				She loved watching him discover and master his Mechcraft skills, the very skills he’d eventually use to destroy all the abominations of this world. The irony was not lost on her. She reconciled this with the knowledge that Jake was born to do this. So it behooved her to have the best-trained Mechcrafters, and Jake had the potential to be better than any.
			

			
				But she was no fool. She knew she could not trust him fully. So, while she was comfortable showing him some tricks of the trade, she would not pull back the curtains until she was confident he was truly with her.
			

			
				The Hunters in the mansion had overcome their fear of him and now socialized as if he was one of their own. This pleased her to no end. Jake needed to feel he was among family here, since she had robbed him of his own. He’d mastered all the training she’d thrown at him. It was time for the next phase.
			

			
				Sasha rose from her bed, walked naked to the mirror. She summoned her accessories, and in seconds she once again had the spinning chain in her cheek, the serrated collar, and the torturous wrist bands. She let the pain wash over her, reminding her what she was and that one day her task would be complete and she would purify herself.
			

			
				She dressed for the day and ventured down to the basement. She’d sealed it off to all Hunters for the past two days. She didn’t want Jake to discover the surprise that waited in the dark.
			

			
				Today would be a day of tests.
			

			
				She turned on the lights and came upon three men in military camouflage. They looked terrible. Each was bound to the wall with mech spikes through the arms and legs. Blood and silver stained their uniforms, and they had soiled themselves. She’d also given each a mech gag because she wasn’t interested in their whining. No patience for it.
			

			
				Her team had captured this group monitoring Hunter activity in Redondo Beach. Gauntlet; always trying to flex their muscles. Usually she ignored them, but now they would be the perfect challenge for Jake.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“She’s making fools of us!” Grant shouted and threw a tablet across the room, shattering the screen.
			

			
				“We are always one step behind her,” added Veronica.
			

			
				Bex and Trent had joined them in the meeting room. The base had been on high alert ever since the disappearance of Gamma Team. The hunt for Jake had taken a turn, and now teams were doubled for protection, which meant less area could be covered. They simply didn’t have the manpower. All efforts to find the missing team were proving fruitless. No ransom. No dead bodies. What was she doing with them? Grant could not contain his aggravation.
			

			
				“We’ve been thinking outside the box, but obviously not far enough,” Grant uttered through clenched jaws. He paced the room.
			

			
				Veronica remained seated, looking over at Bex and Trent. Those two still weren’t speaking to each other, except on mission matters.
			

			
				Bex gazed at her open palm, conjured a mech, then willed it back into her flesh. “Do Mechcrafters give off a different heat signature than regular people?” she asked.
			

			
				The room froze. A universal pause as revelation struck them all. Bex continued, “Could we monitor the city using thermal cameras? Do cameras like that even exist?”
			

			
				Grant put his palms to his forehead. “Yes, Bex! They do exist! Holy shit, I think you just saved the day!” He looked over to Veronica, who stood immediately.
			

			
				“Find out which U.S. satellites will be overhead for the next eight hours. Find out which has thermal surveillance capabilities.”
			

			
				Veronica, pleased with the progress, dashed from the room.
			

			
				Bex and Trent stood up. “You think this could work?” asked Trent.
			

			
				“It’s something we haven’t done before, but we’ll give it a try. This could be the way to find Jake and our soldiers. Maybe give us a shot at Sasha!”
			

			
				Bex smiled. At last she’d contributed something. She felt less helpless, if even a little.
			

			
				Trent turned to her. “This really could be the solution. Great job!” He wrapped his arms around her. At first she tensed up, the bitter wall still between them. But as he embraced her, she found her anger subsiding. Before she could even think about it, her arms were around him as well and a lump had formed in her throat.
			

			
				They separated. “I’m still pissed though,” she added.
			

			
				“Oh, I know… but you can’t stay mad at me. It’s me, after all!”
			

			
				She slugged his arm.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Within an hour, the Gauntlet scientists and hackers had taken control of a Russian spy satellite that no one was supposed to know existed. They brought the thermal camera online and began to scan Los Angeles and surrounding areas. The camera was able to zoom in as close as street level. They needed a test marker. A way to recognize Mechcrafters.
			

			
				Veronica, behind the shoulder of the satellite jockey, gave direction. “Hone in our Hollywood team–Theta Team. Sunset and La Cienega.”
			

			
				The jockey obeyed, and in moments the camera was zooming in on the specified corner. The view through a thermal lens looked surreal. Grayscale with orange-red coloration for heat and blue-black for cold. It reminded Trent of the alien view from the Predator movies. Theta Team clearly stood out from the rest. Within the orange heat, smaller pulses of white vibrated within the body. A dead giveaway, and it was all theirs.
			

			
				“That’s it!” exclaimed Grant. “Yes! Great work, everyone. And a big thanks to Bex for thinking this up in the first place. Now let’s find our people and bring them home!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jake entered the basement, along with about twenty Hunters, including Scott. He stepped through the crowd to see what Sasha had in mind. His eyes went wide upon seeing the soldiers pinned to the wall. No idea who they were, but what she was doing was cruel and humiliating. It took everything in him not to attack her right then and there.
			

			
				“Ah, Jake. Please come here,” she said as casually as a grade school teacher calling a student to the chalkboard. “Will you do me a favor and kill these three Mechcrafters?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Kill these men, please. Thank you, dear.”
			

			
				“But why?”
			

			
				“Why? Because I gave the order to!” her niceties stripped away. “This is a test, Jake. Time to prove yourself.”
			

			
				Jake looked into each man’s terrified eyes. These soldiers were not his enemy. His back was against the wall now. He had hoped to buy enough time to either escape, or hold out hope Phalanx would find him. Looked like neither was going to happen now.
			

			
				“Jake. Remember, we do this for the greater good. Kill them!”
			

			
				He stepped forward, palms at the ready. He took a deep breath and focused. Suddenly all the bindings and gags on the soldiers burst into metallic dust! The soldiers collapsed to the ground, and the nanos flew back to Sasha’s flesh.
			

			
				Jake looked over to Sasha. She looked genuinely disappointed and sad. “Pity,” she uttered, and began to conjure.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Shit! Did you see that?!” yelled Trent as the satellite’s thermal passed over a neighborhood in Hermosa Beach. They had just seen massive bursts of bright white, all coming from a gathering of more than two dozen apparent Mechcrafters. Even the structure came alive with nanotech activity.
			

			
				“We roll!” ordered Grant. “All teams in the area, key in on that address.”
			

			
				Bex and Trent followed Grant to the garage. He and the teams turned away from the Hummers and went straight for the helicopters.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha had grossly underestimated Jake’s improving recovery time from disrupting mechs. She assumed he’d be physically wiped out and easily subdued again. Instead, she found herself facing a young man able to destroy her mechs as she launched them.
			

			
				Jake forced Sasha’s whip-like vine to burst into dust. She threw a dozen spikes at him. He easily disintegrated each one.
			

			
				Sasha wasn’t out of tricks, though. She created several tentacles anchored at one end to her, each coming at Jake from different angles. He dispatched three, but four more struck him and wrapped around his arms. The soldiers began to stir and rise. Sasha’s Hunters pounced and attacked with a barrage of deadly mechs. They were going to die after all.
			

			
				Jake summoned all the strength he could and burst the remaining tentacles. At that moment, a feeling, an urge drew his attention. There was something more happening inside him. It scratched and tickled the back of his mind. He couldn’t put his finger on it as the nanos rushed back to Sasha. Analysis would have to come later.
			

			
				He turned to the attacking Hunters and caused all their mechs to burst into dust. They screamed in fear, and stumbled away from Jake, tripping on one another. Scott ran for the basement stairs, hoping to escape Jake’s wrath. The soldiers were alive, barely. Jake knew he had to get them out of there.
			

			
				Sasha’s fury was palpable. It filled the basement like smoke. “Still so much to learn, Jake!”
			

			
				She launched another three tentacles, and as Jake destroyed them, she conjured and fired three small spheres with the greatest speed she could muster. Too fast for Jake’s countermeasures, the spheres pierced his torso, penetrating deep. He stumbled back, caught off guard.
			

			
				Grinning, Sasha mentally commanded the tiny mechs to expand inside him. Jake doubled over, clutching his stomach. The pain seared him and he couldn’t focus, couldn’t disrupt the mechs. Sasha’s demeanor changed; her confidence and malice on full display now. Her followers fell in behind her, trying to put on brave faces. The Gauntlet soldiers barely breathed, helpless to do anything but watch.
			

			
				Jake collapsed to his knees and spit up blood and silver. The mechs were shredding his insides!
			

			
				“No more games, Jake. Submit to me or die right here. If you won’t join us, you have no use and must be purified. I don’t want to do this, but you leave me no choice.”
			

			
				The pain seared through him, and his muscles locked up. He couldn’t retaliate; couldn’t even assemble the thoughts needed to defend himself. His mind focused on only one thing: he had failed. Everyone he cared about was taken from him, and now Sasha would claim him too. Maybe it was better just to let go, and the suffering would end. He could just let oblivion wash over him; it would be so easy. Would he reunite with his parents on the other side? Would there be nothing but an empty black, void? Let go. Let go and find out. Just let go…
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				No one in the house could have seen it coming. No one would have thought to prepare for this. Three black military Humvees crashed through the front doors and windows at full speed, sending debris and bodies exploding into the deeper reaches of the mansion.
			

			
				The Mech armor-plated vehicles survived the impact, but lost control and momentum and slammed into walls and the staircase. Gauntlet soldiers in full camo wasted no time and poured out of the vehicles, followed closely behind by another two dozen troops from outside.
			

			
				Bex and Trent stayed with Grant’s group and watched as the soldiers cleaned house, knocking out and capturing Hunters too stunned and dismayed to defend themselves.
			

			
				“Clear!” was yelled from above and from various parts of the house.
			

			
				Bex’s frustration grew. Where was Jake? They came upon a barred door in the kitchen. Soldiers stood waiting as one Mechcrafter conjured a thin mech to pick the lock.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha managed to keep her focus on her mechs inside Jake as the explosion and chaos erupted upstairs. Already her enemies were at the basement door, and her Hunters readied themselves at the base of the steps. It could be the perfect ambush, but she knew Grant and his team would come prepared.
			

			
				She quickly stepped inside the small antechamber used to prep Hunters for purification. Her thoughts drifted back to Burke and that last moment they shared in this very room. Would he be proud of her now? Was she following the cause properly? She pushed away all emotion–no time for such luxuries.
			

			
				The basement door eased open upstairs. The Hunters tensed up, palms open for conjuring their mechs. Instead of soldiers rushing headlong into battle, a small metal device bounced off the last step and spun wildly into the room. Recognizing a grenade, the Hunters scrambled for cover, but too late. The concussion grenade exploded and sent a sonic blast through the entire room–rendering friend and foe alike completely unconscious or immobile.
			

			
				Safety assured, soldiers began their descent.
			

			
				Sasha stepped out of the antechamber, unharmed, and faced the coming enemy. The first of the soldiers spied her and paused. “Why is she grinning?” he whispered.
			

			
				Sasha clenched her fists and mentally commanded a special trick she saved for just such an occasion. The rough basement walls on the staircase instantly lost their structure and appearance, revealing a mass of liquid metal! She commanded the giant mech to strike, sending dozens of large tendrils out from the undulating surface to grasp and pull soldiers into the liquid. Eight soldiers struggled against the Mech, trying desperately to escape. They were literally drowning. Three soldiers rushed down to assist, but found themselves pulled in as well.
			

			
				From the top of the stairs, Bex watched in horror as the soldiers were engulfed. Trent grabbed her and pulled her away, into the living room directly above the basement.
			

			
				“Oh God! Those soldiers!” she cried.
			

			
				“I’m sick of this bitch! Come on!” yelled Trent and conjured a massive vertical spike. He commanded it to strike the floor. The first blow split the hard wood and cracked the floor beams. The second strike revealed light from below. Bex conjured up a mech shield as the third strike ripped through to the basement. Trent’s spike dropped through to the pit below. Bex leapt in right behind it.
			

			
				Sasha, dividing her focus between the wall and Jake, could only throw a dozen spikes at her new threat. Most went wide, but three struck Bex’s shield as she fell through. Trent jumped in beside Bex and recalled his mech.
			

			
				Bex had to disrupt Sasha’s concentration. She summoned and threw a liquid mass of a mech at Sasha’s head, striking her dead on and engulfing her.
			

			
				Even though her oxygen supply was cut off, Sasha kept her focus, commanding small mechs to come forth from her cheeks and forehead to puncture the suffocating mask.
			

			
				Bex saw the resistance Sasha was putting up against her best mech and summoned all her concentration, commanding it to harden, successfully thwarting all efforts of escape. At the same moment, Trent launched vines that forced Sasha’s arms to her sides and wrapped around her tight.
			

			
				Sasha’s struggles turned from urgent to panic-stricken as she found no relief from suffocation. At last her focus cracked. The wall released the nearly dead soldiers, and the torturing mechs inside Jake dissolved and fled his motionless body.
			

			
				Sasha collapsed. Trent approached, still clutching the other end of the mech rope. “Finally! Finally!”
			

			
				Bex rushed over to Jake, frantically checking his vitals. He was alive–barely.
			

			
				Grant and his soldiers aided the fallen men and their rescued captives, as well as took the remaining Hunters into custody.
			

			
				“Help!” cried Bex. “It’s bad, Grant!”
			

			
				As Grant and two soldiers rushed to her side, her focus went completely to Jake, causing her mech to dissolve and return to her body.
			

			
				Sasha inhaled deeply as the mask left her. She rolled over to her knees and vomited. Still trapped by Trent’s vines and surrounded by soldiers, she hardly seemed a threat now, but they knew better than to drop their guard.
			

			
				Grant checked Jake’s gushing wound and sealed it with a mech. Looking at the two soldiers, he commanded, “Do not let him die.” They nodded and created a stretcher underneath Jake’s body. The stretcher levitated, and they made their way to the stairs.
			

			
				Sasha watched her prize being carried away. She got to her knees, looking at each of her captors, and stopped at Trent. “Congratulations, Trent. Finally got your big revenge, right? I can see you just cannot wait to put a mech through my skull. Or maybe something more creative?”
			

			
				“Don’t you worry, I’ve got a fun evening planned for us!”
			

			
				Bex and Grant joined the group standing above Sasha; the soldiers were halfway up the stairs with Jake’s body.
			

			
				“Well,” began Sasha. “What are you waiting for? Show these kind people who you really are!”
			

			
				“Gladly, you bitch!” he began conjuring.
			

			
				“We need her for information,” said Bex, breaking the anticipation of violence.
			

			
				“She’s right,” added Grant. “We need her alive for now.”
			

			
				Trent looked incredulously at his best friend. “Are you insane?! After all she’s done?”
			

			
				“I don’t like it any more than you,” added Grant.
			

			
				The anguish from Trent filled the air with tension. His parents’ murderer was right in front of him. The greatest threat the Mechcraft world had ever known was right here, disarmed, ready to be destroyed.
			

			
				He turned half-way around, shook his head and turned back towards his enemy. “Screw this,” he grunted and fired a thin blade at Sasha, slicing her head off. Her body collapsed as her head dropped and rolled on the floor, stopping face up near Trent’s feet.
			

			
				Everyone gasped. The soldiers stepped back.
			

			
				Trent looked to Bex. Her eyes a mix of fury and disappointment. “Sorry,” he muttered. “You knew this was coming.”
			

			
				The soldiers and Jake had stopped at the top of the stairs.
			

			
				Suddenly, Sasha’s head turned, looked at Trent, and laughed. “Nice shot, Trent! I didn’t think you had it in you!” With that, her head and body dissolved into a liquid metal pool.
			

			
				“What the shit?!” he exclaimed. Everyone looked at each other, completely stunned.
			

			
				The ceiling then started to undulate, revealing fluid nanos. Huge chunks began to drip down. Above them, the sounds of creaking metal and cracking wood signaled the group it was time to go.
			

			
				“It’s a trap!” yelled Bex, and everyone bolted for the exits. Dodging dripping nanos, falling wood, and drywall debris, they raced for the stairs.
			

			
				A mass of liquid chrome spilled down from the ceiling at the basement door like a burst water pipe, spraying the soldiers carrying Jake. A split second after, the wall against the steps buckled and spilled nanos in a river rushing down toward the basement floor, knocking the men off the staircase and toppling Jake’s body. He crashed hard on the unforgiving floor, and Bex raced to his side. She created a wide shield curved above them just as a chunk of the ceiling collapsed.
			

			
				Grant, Trent and a dozen soldiers feverishly cast mech after mech attempting to slow the tide and carve a path through the flooding silver. They were all up to their knees in the liquid, barely able to slog through. One of the crashed Hummers appeared above them, the tide of nanos carrying it downstream. It leaned precariously over the edge of the hole. The structure above was melting and collapsing, all flowing and oozing toward the basement. The ceiling was now a gaping hole, granting them a view of the impending doom as it slowly came for them.
			

			
				“We’re finished,” whispered Bex, laying across Jake’s body. Bex had created a new stretcher for him, wide enough to float on the nano pool rising beneath them. She felt his breathing change suddenly, and his body shifted under her. Shocked, she sat up to see Jake’s eyes open and blinking. Jake rose weakly and leaned up on his elbows, assessing the scene. No one but Bex noticed him. He was conscious, but seemed in a daze.
			

			
				“Well, this is no good,” he commented as casually as if he’d noticed his shoelaces undone. Jake closed his eyes and instantly the nanos surrounding them began to burst into silvery mist. The effect blasted out in a growing radius from his body, as a stone cast into a still lake.
			

			
				As the deadly nanos evaporated all around, the basement occupants all turned to the source: a simple teenaged boy who they’d heard had no Mechcraft skills to speak of. The soldiers backed away, both terrified and grateful for this savior.
			

			
				Eyes still closed, Jake expanded his influence to disrupt the nanos above. As the liquid metal vanished, so too did the house itself. Soon all that remained were the stranded Hummers and a concrete foundation.
			

			
				Jake dropped to the floor, unconsciousness once again. Everyone stood in stunned silence.
			

			
				“Huh. That was a neat trick,” said Trent.
			

			
				“Well, now we see why Sasha is hell bent on owning Jake,” uttered Grant.
			

			
				Then Trent cracked a smile. Bex looked at him, utterly confused. “What’s so funny?”
			

			
				“You made your first Star Wars quote! ‘It’s a trap!’ I’m so proud of you!”
			

			
				She groaned and shook her head. She could not take her eyes off Grant, whom she knew was already plotting. Jake’s secret was out, and now everything could flip for them. Sirens howled in the distance. Even though the mansion was set far from the neighbors, there was no hiding that cacophony.
			

			
				“Round up those Hunters,” commanded Grant, indicating the unconscious enemies strewn about the floor, and those that stood silently in surrender. “Back to base!” He turned to Bex. “We need to have a talk.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 16
			

			
				 
			

			
				Letting it all go was the plan. Jake had resigned himself to it. He was even looking forward to it. Shedding all the trauma and pain of this world and facing… nothingness.
			

			
				But then he had heard Bex. Her voice pierced the veil, and he knew he had to live. He dug deep and found the strength and the will to overcome. Bex had given him a reason to live. Jake opened his eyes. He was resting in a hospital bed, surrounded by monitors and irritating medical machine noises. IVs, tubes, and wires extended from his torso, arms, and head.
			

			
				He was sore. Moving wasn’t even a possibility yet. He managed to turn his head and see Bex next to him, dozing in an uncomfortable chair. His blurred vision began to clear, and she came into focus. He managed to smile, but then fell back into oblivion.
			

			
				Later, he opened his eyes to see Bex and Trent arguing nearby in harsh whispers. Neither noticed him stirring. His mind was less hazy now, and he could make out what they were saying.
			

			
				“You’re going to ruin this whole thing,” Trent argued.
			

			
				“This was your plan, not mine. You didn’t trust me enough to let me in on it.”
			

			
				“Because I knew you’d react exactly the way you did. I’m thinking big picture here. We need each other. Warring with every other mech-head has gotten the factions nowhere.”
			

			
				“I’m not disagreeing with you. And I’m on board for the meeting. But I’m not giving them our secrets!”
			

			
				“They already know so much, Bex. We all saw what Sasha was able to do at the mansion. By now Grant must know Phalanx can also do it. You not talking to him about it pretty much shows your cards. Might as well cooperate and talk. Think of it as a show of good faith.”
			

			
				“I hate that you’re so damn persistent.”
			

			
				“It’s part of my charm.”
			

			
				Jake groaned. Bex and Trent were by his side in an instant. “Thank God! Thank God! Thank God!” Bex took Jake’s hand gently, looking him in the eyes and laughing through a few tears. “You’re safe, Jake. Safe.”
			

			
				“Dude, don’t do that to us ever again!” quipped Trent.
			

			
				Jake looked to Bex, and said in a weak voice, “Han Solo and Lara Croft at it again.”
			

			
				Bex and Trent exchanged relieved looks and couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh! Look who’s got jokes now,” Trent smirked.
			

			
				Jake struggled to speak again, “Sounds like I missed a lot.”
			

			
				“Take it easy. We’ll catch you up.” Bex soothed.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the Gauntlet war room, Grant Macready and his top advisors, including Veronica, debated the viability of an assault on the Hunter army surrounding the Phalanx HQ.
			

			
				“She’s still holding out on us,” argued Veronica. “Until Bex answers our questions about the incident, I say we don’t help them any further.”
			

			
				“No. We’ve come too far. They’ve held up their end of the deal by securing the meeting. We need to hold up ours if we’re ever going to build any kind of alliance.”
			

			
				Other advisors scoffed. Timothy James, a slender man with a keen eye for strategy, chimed in, “Why do we need Phalanx at all? I understand what you’re doing, Grant, I just don’t see why. We have the ability to wipe out the Hunters ourselves. And with that kid in our possession…”
			

			
				“And then what?” Grant interjected. “Then we set our sights on Phalanx? Is that it?”
			

			
				“Better than kowtowing to those government fools!”
			

			
				Bea Moreno, a sturdy woman in her thirties and ever the diplomat, added, “Grant is right. Who are we if we don’t keep our promises? Our word is all we have. We may not like it, but we need to honor the commitment.”
			

			
				Veronica stood her ground. “If we assist in this suicide mission, and by some miracle we succeed in getting Jake to Phalanx, are you ready for what comes next? We merge with them and we lose ourselves. We get bogged down in bureaucratic bullshit. Tim’s right. I say we keep Jake and stick to our own agenda.”
			

			
				Grant sighed, absorbing all the arguments. “Listen to yourselves. He’s a human, not a weapon. We will not be kidnappers. And the time for flying solo is over. The future is about unity. We are fulfilling our commitment, and we are aligning with Phalanx. We’ll address Jake’s hidden talents, count on that. He truly is something no one has ever seen. But I need full support on this mission. There is no room for dissension here. You don’t like this plan? There’s the door.”
			

			
				The advisors fell silent. Bea looked satisfied, while Tim and Veronica struggled to bury their frustration. This issue wasn’t worth leaving Gauntlet over.
			

			
				Grant continued. “Good. Nothing like a team effort.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Later, as Jake slept, Bex and Trent sat at the table in the war room. Across from them sat Bea, Veronica, and Tim. Grant took the head of the table, looking like a referee at the start of a hockey game. Everyone at the table was ready to brawl. Too much unknown, not enough trust.
			

			
				Tim James was incredulous. When he heard the report of the events at the Hunter HQ, his jaw dropped. A structure made entirely out of nanos?! Impossible. It was only with forced patience that he could sit still during the discussion. The nanotech only animated when physically linked to a living host. They could be hurled, dropped, shoved, but after a few moments on their own, the nanos are lifeless. And in any case, no human could contain, send forth, and command such a vast amount of nanos, much less maintain a solid shape indefinitely.
			

			
				Then there was the perfect mimic of Sasha. So good it fooled everyone in the room. Throughout all Mechcraft’s thirty-year history, the nanotech had always been a chrome metallic liquid. To add color and depth; fine movement and subtlety to such a degree as to emulate a human; the implications were too frightening to comprehend.
			

			
				Not to mention Jake’s inherent abilities. Another impossibility. Tim’s curious mind relished the idea of natural-born Mechcrafters. If Jake was an indication, the future was filled with wonder. And to think this kid was entirely undisciplined and untrained; he’d only just come into his nanos. His body was still changing; what other amazing or dangerous surprises did he have in store? He seemed like a nice enough kid, but they knew nothing about him. His Phalanx parents may have brainwashed him from day one to hate Gauntlet. It made him nervous to be harboring this stranger.
			

			
				“What you are describing has never been seen!” Tim exclaimed. “It’s almost too unbelievable!”
			

			
				“We were lucky to escape. Jake saved us all,” replied Grant.
			

			
				“Yes, another new oddity. And what of Sasha?” Veronica asked.
			

			
				“Alive, I’m sure. Someone sprung that trap. Someone commanded that evil twin of hers,” said Trent.
			

			
				“Have any of you ever seen or heard of something like this before? Nanotech that can look and talk and behave like a human? That thing,” Tim said, his voice trembling, “conjured its own mechs! Sasha created a monster and commanded it from a remote location.” He stood and hit the table. “Do you understand me? What are we supposed to do about that?” he asked, staring at each face.
			

			
				He was met with silence. He pressed on, “Sasha has accomplished something extremely dangerous. I’m interested in Jake, just like all of you. But this is something that could infiltrate and destroy us all. We must be vigilant.” Tim shook his head and sat back at his place.
			

			
				Bea spoke up, “This is a day of firsts. A day of miracles and new threats. Our enemies have escalated the tensions between us. This incident further stresses the importance of capturing Sasha alive. We have to study her. Learn from her.”
			

			
				Veronica interrupted, “We need to shelve these topics for now. There are more pressing matters at hand.”
			

			
				“With Sasha amassing even more Hunters around the Phalanx HQ, this could mean a great opportunity for Gauntlet,” Grant concluded his plans. “A chance to take down the majority of Sasha’s zealots.”
			

			
				“All that sounds great, so long as Jake remains top priority. We get him safe above all else,” Bex quickly pointed out.
			

			
				Tim leaned forward, “Jake is not who we thought he was yesterday. He’s not just the first natural born Mechcrafter. The power within that boy is a game-changer. And what else aren’t you telling us about him?”
			

			
				Trent started to speak, but Grant jumped in and addressed the two guests, “Sorry, Trent, Bex. We were planning on addressing this at a later time, but Tim has decided to breach etiquette and disobey orders; I suppose cooling his anxieties is more important than obeying the chain of command. But now that Pandora’s Box has been opened, let’s talk about Jake.”
			

			
				“I’m not at liberty to discuss it,” replied Bex, determined to protect Jake.
			

			
				Grant shook his head. “Not good enough, Bex. I’m putting my soldiers in harm’s way over him, using all our resources–all our men! You need to start trusting us.”
			

			
				Bex sighed. “You’re right. And I’m very sorry for your losses. I wish Trent had not pulled you into this. But here we are.” she shrugged and continued. “I do owe you an explanation about Jake, but it’s not going to be what you expect. When our mission started, we had no idea what he could do. He didn’t even know. I saw him conjure his very first mech; it was a lopsided sphere that lasted about two seconds,” she laughed softly, remembering that day in the safe house. “This power to disrupt the mechs of others first emerged on the Blue Line two days ago. And believe me, Jake was just as shocked as we were.”
			

			
				Grant nodded his head at Bex and continued, “We risked a lot of good soldiers in that mansion and barely made it out. I speak for my entire faction when I say we’ve never dealt with Mechcraft on such a scale before. Nanos unattached to a host, performing tasks, morphing on their own? It just doesn’t add up. I need to ask you, Bex. Has Phalanx ever seen this?”
			

			
				Trent was looking at Bex. She knew he was leaving it up to her, and she decided it was time to take a chance and reveal something about her faction. “We’ve also discovered this method of control as well. We’ve been using it for about three years.”
			

			
				Tim scoffed, feeling vindicated for his skepticism of these guests. The rest sat in stunned silence.
			

			
				Bex continued. “My father and his team worked it out. I have no idea how it’s accomplished, but I know that we do this too, although I don’t think we’ve accomplished this magnitude of control over the autonomous nanotech.”
			

			
				“Did you know Hunters had this new tech?” asked Grant, pointedly.
			

			
				“No. We thought we were the only ones.”
			

			
				“I’m not convinced,” interrupted Tim. “Who’s to say Phalanx and the Hunters haven’t been colluding all this time?”
			

			
				Trent had had enough of Tim’s cynicism, and snapped, “Keep that bullshit going, and you and me are gonna have trouble!”
			

			
				Bex put her hand gently on Trent’s shoulder. “It’s okay.”
			

			
				She looked Tim in the eyes. “If we were working with Hunters, don’t you think this whole mission would have been unnecessary? And if we knew Hunters could harness remote nanotech manipulation, do you honestly think we’d have gone into that house? They almost killed us! And if we were working with those assholes, would we be here now, with Gauntlet, trying to figure out a way to get Jake to safety?”
			

			
				Tim fumbled with words, unable to express himself.
			

			
				Bex raged on, “I suggest you turn from that ridiculous line of thought, or perhaps this developing friendship between our factions is a farce and we should be on our way. But I’ll tell you one thing, Tim, we’re taking Jake with us.”
			

			
				Grant stepped in to calm the situation. “Tim, enough of that paranoid nonsense! Bex, I’m sorry your stay has been…prickly. But I assure you, we are on your side.”
			

			
				An awkward silence overtook the room.
			

			
				“What happened in that basement was nothing short of a miracle,” offered Bea. “That’s why, for me, anyway, I am afraid of this new power. If this is how he starts out, what will he be capable of in a month? In a year? And you said it ‘just happened’ on the train. I have serious doubts about his ability to control this power.”
			

			
				“So do we,” added Trent. “But Jake doesn’t just seem like a cool kid, he’s one of the good guys. We’ve seen him in situations where none of us could have controlled our tempers and–”
			

			
				Bex interrupted him, “Yeah. Speaking of which–”
			

			
				“–and he has had our backs as much as we’ve had his. He literally took a bullet for Bex. Don’t go timid on us now. Jake is the guy we’ve been waiting for to tip the balance.”
			

			
				Bex wanted to squash any doubts these people had; she could not stay here thinking Jake might be a target for any of them. “Bottom line is you all know and respect Greg and Tina and their son is injured, scared, and alone. He survived Sasha’s playhouse for two days; she tortured and brainwashed him to join them, and he didn’t. That says a lot about his character. Jake is with us; you don’t have to worry about him.”
			

			
				Grant took this time to address the entire group. “Clearly Jake is special. Maybe even an enigma; the future evolution of our kind. This only serves to emphasize the importance of our immediate mission. We must get him to Phalanx.”
			

			
				“Or,” began Tim. “We could recruit him into Gauntlet and harness his power ourselves. It would certainly spare dozens, maybe hundreds of lives. If we’re such a loving family now, why shouldn’t we keep the kid?”
			

			
				Bex squeezed sanitizer into her palm; Trent glared at Tim.
			

			
				Grant cast a furious look to him and rose from his seat. “That is not who we are! You secure that shit right now!”
			

			
				“Besides,” added Bea. “Look how well that worked out for the Hunters.”
			

			
				“This is settled!” commanded Grant. “Anyone else want to speak up?”
			

			
				No one else dared.
			

			
				Bex was thankful the conversation had steered away from the events at the Hunter mansion. She didn’t want to discuss the massive nano structure with these strangers. Phalanx had also figured out a way to empower some of the nanotech to activate and obey commands autonomously, and she was eager to be debriefed by those she trusted. She was relieved to see Gauntlet had not yet figured out this tactic.
			

			
				Trent looked around at the unhappy faces. “Family dinner time finished? I do love these gatherings. So when do we leave?”
			

			
				Veronica shook her head. “Leave? Jake is going to need weeks to recover from his injuries. That attack would have killed any ordinary person.”
			

			
				A soft knock on the door grabbed their attention. Standing in the open doorway, leaning against the frame, wearing nothing more than his hospital gown, Jake presented a weak, but determined smile. “If it’s all the same to you guys, I’d like to just get on with this.”
			

			
				“Well. Speak of the Devil,” Trent smiled.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				At the site where a mansion had once stood, policemen and firemen wandered the property, utterly perplexed. Several calls from surrounding neighbors had alerted the authorities of a war zone happening at this address. Now all that showed was an empty foundation. Google Earth confirmed pics of what should be standing before them. What the hell happened to the house? The fire chief scratched his head.
			

			
				Under the clean foundation, in the dark basement, a cement wall began to bulge. A large silver sphere separated from the structure and rolled away from the wall. The nanos dissolved, revealing Sasha fully intact. The nanos re-absorbed into her skin. She was disappointed to see no bodies strewn about. No matter. She’d put out the call to send every remaining Hunter to the Phalanx HQ. Time to end this once and for all.
			

			
				She casually strolled up the basement steps to the foundation above, grinning at the stunned looks on the faces of the first responders all around. Two officers approached, flashlights in one hand, the other resting on their holstered pistols.
			

			
				One spoke up, “Miss, hold up. Are you the owner?”
			

			
				She smiled, “Owner of what?”
			

			
				Then they spotted Sasha’s torturous accruements adorning her face and neck, and they paused. “Do you need medical assistance?”
			

			
				She held out her palms, readying to conjure. “No, but you will.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 17
			

			
				 
			

			
				The halls and garage in the Gauntlet HQ buzzed with preparations. The assault would happen in just a few hours. The members had been given orders to prep for a full attack. Most had heard the retelling of the events at the Hunter HQ, and fear crept up in their minds. Who knew what this wildcard kid was capable of? Many were all too happy to be rid of him. Let Phalanx deal with him. Others, however, had already formed the opinion that maybe he was too dangerous to let loose in anyone’s care. No one spoke of such sinister ideas, but it was there like a shadow in the back of their collective minds. But they trusted Grant, and if this escort mission is what the boss commanded, then that’s exactly what they’d do.
			

			
				In the infirmary, Bex and Trent tried to talk Jake down. He faced them and stood his ground, hospital gown and all. “You are not changing my mind.”
			

			
				“Jake, this is nuts!” Bex wanted to smack some sense into him. “You need to be one hundred percent when we make our move. You can barely stand!”
			

			
				“We don’t want to deliver a dead body to Dr Flint. It just would not go over well,” added the ever-charming Trent.
			

			
				“I hear you. I really do. But it’s time to go. It’s time for me to go home. I know you guys will get me safely there.”
			

			
				Bex and Trent realized there was no denying him.
			

			
				Jake picked up his bloody, shredded clothes. He just stared at them and all that they represented. “Life was so simple three days ago.”
			

			
				He then realized his hospital gown was probably open in the back. “My ass is hanging out, isn’t it?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				With eight Humvees and three helicopters ready to move, soldiers loaded into the vehicles. Grant and Veronica stood outside one of the helicopters and waved the teens over. Bea entered the lead Humvee, gave Grant a nod which he returned.
			

			
				Tim was nowhere to be seen.
			

			
				Grant immediately noticed Jake’s improvement. He healed fast, even by Mechcrafter standards. “You look like a guy ready to take on the world.”
			

			
				“It’s like you’re reading my mind,” Jake replied. “Thank you for doing all this. The rescue. The escort. I feel I don’t deserve it. But in the big picture, I’m starting to understand.”
			

			
				“All these soldiers know the risks when they sign on. And each one would make the same choice if it meant success for the cause. We are proud to be a part of this.” Grant looked out to the line of vehicles. “Let’s move out!” With that, the Humvees started their engines and headed up to the surface.
			

			
				Grant and Veronica boarded the helicopter, followed by Trent. Bex held back, looked Jake in the eyes. “You ready for this?”
			

			
				“More than you know. Sasha told me my parents were dead.”
			

			
				“She’s a liar, Jake! She was just trying to get into your head.”
			

			
				“I know. I don’t trust her at all. But I can’t wait to get to Phalanx and see for myself. Your Father hasn’t heard anything?”
			

			
				“No, sorry.” She took his hand.
			

			
				“Either way. It’s time to end this.”
			

			
				“Not to sound like a movie cliché, but you are special, Jake. You have a gift like no other. You’re going to hear that for the rest of your life. But what most people don’t understand is it’s not your Mechcraft ability that makes you special, it’s you, Jake. Just you.”
			

			
				“I’m just a kid.”
			

			
				“Not anymore.” She shook her head and laughed. “But what I really love about you is the way you’ve managed to stay positive through this freakin’ nightmare.”
			

			
				She squeezed his hand tighter and leaned in for a kiss; that awkward, yet sweet moment when one takes the risk and leans in half way...hoping the other meets them in the middle. And Jake did. He leaned in eagerly and kissed Bex. It was romantic, passionate, yet laced with the innocence of adolescence. It was Jake’s first kiss, and he would never forget it. He was filled with a rush of excitement, a new confidence, and a sudden desire to protect Bex at all costs.
			

			
				Bex had not planned this kiss at all; hadn’t even thought about it. Swept up in the moment, she felt the connection between them and went with her heart. And she had no regrets. There was definitely something real here, and now she wished to explore these feelings further. Maybe have that date he wanted. Of course, all this depended on their survival.
			

			
				The roar of helicopter engines cut through the air. They reluctantly separated.
			

			
				Trent leaned out of the cabin. “If you two are finished being all cute and stuff, we’d like to proceed with saving the day.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 18
			

			
				 
			

			
				The downtown Los Angeles skyline at night was a cacophonous blend of lights, traffic, and noise; a dance of chaos and beauty. Through this, three helicopters pierced the dark, flying low and fast. Below them, eight military vehicles twisted their way through the city streets.
			

			
				The Phalanx building stood among other structures just ahead. The helicopters held their position to allow the ground team to catch up. Jake looked upon his new home for the first time and found it completely lacking in any aesthetic aspect. It was nothing more than nine stories of tinted glass and narrow steel casings. He was completely unimpressed.
			

			
				“That’s Phalanx?”
			

			
				“Hiding in plain sight,” said Bex.
			

			
				Shorter buildings surrounded the area, blocking their view of the base of the Phalanx HQ and the streets nearby. From what they could see, the area was empty; no Hunter army awaited to destroy them.
			

			
				“I don’t like this,” said Veronica. “I’m not seeing shit.”
			

			
				Grant opened up a laptop, punching in codes and coordinates. “Let’s see what we can see. There. Got it. Thermal satellite is still in range. Check it out.” He turned the laptop for the rest to see. Sure enough, the entire surrounding area overflowed with the unique Mechcrafter signatures. There had to be hundreds.
			

			
				Trent shook his head. “We brought how many?”
			

			
				“Sixty-five,” uttered Grant, trying to mask his apprehension.
			

			
				“To their three-hundred plus? I’ll take those odds. I weep for them already!” No one else shared Trent’s snarky optimism.
			

			
				The ground team caught up and raced ahead, splitting into two groups down two parallel streets, Phalanx only five blocks ahead. The helicopters rocketed toward the building.
			

			
				Bex put her phone to her ear. “It’s time!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dr. Flint, still holding the cell phone, called out to the others in the Command Room. “Everyone in place! Our package has arrived!”
			

			
				The Phalanx agents immediately barked orders into headsets and punched up graphs and algorithms on laptops. The possibilities of this night raced through their minds. Dr. Flint didn’t share their naiveté. Bex was out there, in mortal danger. He wanted to go to her, but he was under the strictest of orders to remain inside, commanding the units. He despised being told what to do in his own faction. No man was his superior here. But then again, the source of the order was no ordinary being. He dare not disobey lest he lose everything–including his daughter.
			

			
				He couldn’t fight, but he had one ace up his sleeve, one ringer who could fight for him, and it was time to bring them out of hiding. He put the phone to his ear, “It’s Flint. They’re here, but it’s rather an ugly mess outside. We could use a Juggernaut or two.”
			

			
				The reply from the other end brought relief to the doctor’s face.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				From the darkness below the helicopters, dozens of liquid metal missiles launched from several rooftops, dripping trails of nanos in the streams as they fired at their targets.
			

			
				The lead pilot yelled, “Incoming!”
			

			
				Grant instinctually, instantly, conjured nanos from his palm and sent them through the seam in the door. Outside, the nanos formed a protective shield mech just in time to deflect the onslaught of missiles. The weapons bounced off the armor and dissolved back to liquid.
			

			
				The other two helicopters had done the same, saving them all.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha stepped into the open road next to the Phalanx building, followed by her Hunters. She had commanded all remaining followers to the building, knowing this would be Gauntlet’s next move.
			

			
				She watched the helicopters deflect the missiles and smiled. She was just getting started. She had to give them credit, though. She did not expect the idiots to get this far. Jake was on one of those copters, just beyond her reach, but not for long. She nursed her pride at losing Jake, but the incident did produce one thing in her favor: clarity. She knew beyond a shadow of doubt that there would be no using Jake for her own gains. And she certainly couldn’t allow such a powerful being to exist beyond her control. Jake would have to die.
			

			
				The helicopters approached. Her followers formed a line just as they’d practiced. She was excited to spring this little surprise. “Now!” she yelled and thrust her palms to the sky; her followers made exactly the move. A flood of nanos burst from the hundreds of Hunters on the ground. Their mechs merged to become one single, massive structure: a wave of liquid metal higher than the helicopters, higher than the Phalanx building. The metallic wave rose up faster than anyone could react–it curved at the top and began crashing down.
			

			
				“We’re so screwed!” yelled Trent as everyone grabbed hold of whatever they could reach to brace for impact except for Bex. Instead, she concentrated and released her nanos to the exterior of the helicopter. She quickly created a mech as the massive wave crashed down over all three helicopters, splashing across the nearby rooftops like the ocean’s tide against a rocky shore.
			

			
				The nanos dispersed and returned to their owners, revealing the devastation they’d wrought. Two helicopters lay in mangled heaps upon rooftops and in the streets. No movement came from the wreckage. A large mech sphere came to rest on another roof, out of sight of the enemies below. The sphere dissolved, releasing the last helicopter–banged up, but intact. The door slid open, and the occupants spilled out, disoriented and weak from the fall. Jake was on his knees, trying to regain his balance. He looked over to Bex, who seemed unfazed by the ordeal.
			

			
				“You did it,” he grunted. “You saved us.”
			

			
				“Not quite yet,” she said, helping him to his feet.
			

			
				“That whole kissing thing,” Jake pivoted. “I’d like to do more of that.”
			

			
				Bex smiled in spite of the dangerous arena they’d entered. “Let’s just survive this first. How about that?”
			

			
				He smiled as she went to check on the others. Grant got to his feet and immediately looked for visuals on the other helicopters, hoping for the best. He saw the burning wreckage and his heart sank. No time to mourn, however. He snapped back to the mission when he heard the vehicles come to a stop below. He raced to the edge of the roof, looked down to see four Humvees unload their troops. He knew the other four were just a block away.
			

			
				“Clear a path! Divide them!” Grant commanded. They acknowledged and ran on. He turned to Jake. “Time to get you home.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The forty-five surviving Gauntlet soldiers charged into the open street in two groups, summoning mechs and launching attacks. The three hundred Hunters were ready for them and countered with their own.
			

			
				Blades, spikes, strangling vines, and even some firearms lashed out, sliced, and fired throughout the chaotic battlefield. Shields went up to save companions. Bodies dropped from brutal attacks. Splashes of red and silver began to litter the asphalt.
			

			
				Grant, Veronica, Bex, Trent, and Jake were mere seconds behind the soldiers. Rounding the corner, they came upon more carnage than any of them had ever witnessed before.
			

			
				Sasha and Jake spotted each other at the same moment.
			

			
				“Get to the entrance!” yelled Grant, and they charged into the fray together, surrounding Jake. Sasha cut down and destroyed friend and foe alike to clear her path to Jake. She had to be the one to take him down. As she made her way in close, the group began to conjure.
			

			
				Suddenly the first five stories of the Phalanx building’s glass exterior began to undulate and liquefy. The ripple increased to waves spreading out from the center to the top and bottom of the building–drawing everyone’s attention.
			

			
				Out of the waves burst a full company of soldiers coated in nanos! The mech suits levitated upon command and allowed their owners to lift into the air and fly. The one-hundred warrior formation soared out from the building and divided into smaller units. Five helicopters followed immediately after, and a flood of soldiers on foot in sleek black and red uniforms brought up the rear.
			

			
				The helicopters were made completely from nanos; the most complex mechs anyone on the battlefield had ever seen! Hunters scattered, knocking Sasha away from her target. Grant and Veronica also vanished into the melee.
			

			
				“Holy shit!” was the only thing Jake could scream as the military might of Phalanx was at last revealed.
			

			
				“Dad likes to make an entrance,” Bex quipped.
			

			
				The building’s surface solidified once more. The helicopters buzzed the crowd silently, the mech engines making not a sound. Each side of the copters were open and Mechcrafters leaned out and launched attacks from the air.
			

			
				On the ground, the Phalanx soldiers began punching their way through the horde of Hunters, driving a wedge toward Jake. The soaring Mechcrafters shot to the far side of the battlefield to flank the Hunters. Trapped by two fronts, the Hunters’ formations and tactics crumbled.
			

			
				Sasha cast a platform mech underneath her that raised her up above the battlefield, giving her a better view of the chaos. She saw weakness all around. The Phalanx soldiers were using nets and other devices to stun and capture her Hunters. Pathetic. She detested their obsession with compassion. Their enemies were right before them, yet they choose to capture, rather than destroy.
			

			
				Still levitating above the fray, Sasha conjured a long, thin rope-like mech and commanded it upward. She launched it directly at the rotor blades of the nearest helicopter mech. The rope took hold and wrapped around the hub, jamming the blades. The copter began to sputter and lose control. She sent up another, thicker mech. One end of the tentacle remained with her, the other shot up and grabbed hold of one of the skids. She commanded the tentacle mech to swing and pull the wavering machine to the left.
			

			
				The powerful mech obeyed, forcing the copter to submit to its will, and rocket directly toward its counterpart! The two helicopters collided in a bizarre explosion of liquid and twisted metal. Disrupted nanos and Phalanx soldiers rained down upon the fighting crowd. The Hunters cheered and rallied, going on the offensive once again.
			

			
				Sasha turned, seeking out Jake once again, but instead found Grant and Veronica rushing at her through the crowd. She began to conjure, but Grant was the quicker, sending three tentacles to wrap around her arms and waist, securing her.
			

			
				“Give it up, Sasha. The Hunters are finished,” he said with too much confidence. Veronica watched his back and beat down any would-be attackers.
			

			
				Sasha laughed in response. The kind of insane laugh that made everyone else feel awkward and worried. From her restrained palms, she fired a dozen long spikes.
			

			
				Grant threw up a shield, but not before three spikes punctured his chest and torso. Another spike struck Veronica in the back of the head, dropping her. The remaining spikes went wide and struck down random embattled soldiers from Phalanx, Gauntlet, and Hunter alike.
			

			
				Grant clutched his wounds and dropped to the ground. His mech dissolved and returned to him. Sasha approached with almost giddy anticipation.
			

			
				“The leader of Gauntlet, taken out by a couple of spikes. What a fitting end for you, Grant.”
			

			
				“Go to hell!”
			

			
				“As your life leaks away, I want you to know I am going to show no mercy to your precious faction. They will be purified, your friends, your trusted aids, all of them. Just like you. It will be glorious!”
			

			
				Grant felt colder, weaker. He knew his life was leaking from the wounds. His voice trembled, “You… are… one… sick… bitch.”
			

			
				“Aw don’t take it personal, sweetie.”
			

			
				Grant gathered every bit of his remaining strength. “How’s this for personal, sweetie?” He fired a thick, solid stream of nanos, firehose powerful, striking Sasha’s torso and sending her deep into the crowd, knocking Mechcrafters down as she tumbled backwards. The spikes in his body disintegrated. His wounds began to close up. He crawled to Veronica’s lifeless body. The spike in her head had vanished, but the hole was not closing.
			

			
				He knelt beside her. “No! Veronica, hang on! Hold on, Veronica! Don’t leave!” he yelled and pulled her body to him, even as the battle raged all around him. In his desperate mourning, no one attacked him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Scott did his best to fight. He wanted to show Sasha that he was useful. But the truth was, he was scared shitless. He dodged attacks and created shields to hide behind, but he’d not had the courage or even the will to attack anyone. If he didn’t get over his fear, Sasha would surely see no need to keep him around. Then he spotted Jake not too far away. If he could bring Sasha that prize, she would praise him to no end; he might even sit beside her, a true ally.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Bex, Trent, and Jake did their best to head toward the entrance. If they could just get him inside, he’d be safe. As they moved, they had to constantly put up shields against the chaos. Attacks both intended and random came at them. They could see the entry ahead; glass doors beyond a fountain. Scott stepped into their path. He looked frightened, but determined.
			

			
				“You’re not going anywhere, Jake.”
			

			
				Trent looked him up and down, and uttered, “What’s with this kid?”
			

			
				Ignoring Trent, Jake stepped forward and launched a barrage of spikes at Scott. He had nothing to say to the prick.
			

			
				Scott raised a shield, but Jake glared at it and blew it to nano mist before the spikes completed their journey. Vulnerable now, the sharp metal stuck him in the arm, stomach, and neck. None were mortal wounds, but enough to make him scream and run into the crowd.
			

			
				“Can’t believe I was friends with that tool,” growled Jake.
			

			
				“In the end, he got the point,” smirked Trent. Bex and Jake groaned.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sasha spied her target. Jake was almost to the entrance! “The door! He’s going for the door!” she called out to her followers.
			

			
				Immediately, spikes, spheres, vines, and all manner of obstacle came hurling at the teens. All three held mech shields behind them as they ran, reducing the hits. Still, each suffered minor wounds on their legs and arms. But the door was just ahead.
			

			
				A tree-trunk-thick mech beam slammed in front of them. They leap over it, and Jake was taken down mid-air by a battering ram mech that swung in and struck him in the chest. He fell hard on his back; the wind knocked out of him. The battering ram had also clipped Bex and sent her sprawling face first into the cement path.
			

			
				Trent stopped, spun to his fallen friends. “Shit,” he hissed.
			

			
				A crowd of Hunters closed in on Bex and Jake, blocking Trent out, who found himself swarmed by enemies as well. No time to think. He conjured two swords and started swinging, defending himself from an onslaught of attackers.
			

			
				The Hunters kept their distance from Jake. They knew what he was capable of, or rather, they didn’t. He coughed and tried to inhale, recovering from the blow.
			

			
				As Sasha made her way through the milieu, she took out as many embattled Phalanx and Gauntlet soldiers as she could. A spike through the head; a spear through the heart; a flying guillotine, all were equally effective. The crowd parted, granting Sasha access to the center where Jake crawled to Bex. He turned her over. She breathed, but was barely conscious, her face swelling and bleeding from the fall.
			

			
				Meanwhile, Trent fought his way free from the thick of the mob, backing away toward a large group of Phalanx fighters, caught in their own struggle. He started taking out Hunters, dropping them with killing blows. He quickly freed up several Phalanx troops. The odds were not looking good. The battle had shifted, and the Hunters were overpowering Gauntlet and Phalanx alike.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Grant laid Veronica’s body down and rose up. Immediately Hunters pounced. He was alone, his Gauntlet companions had been pushed away toward the remaining Phalanx soldiers. Grant dodged a round of spikes, created and hardened mechs around his fists, and began pounding all foes in his path. One blow from the iron fists was enough to take out most of them, leaving a wake of wounded and unconscious Hunters behind. He took in the battlefield as he marched. So many fallen. Too many from Gauntlet. What had he gotten his faction into? Was this worth it? He had gambled the lives of those left in his charge and those he loved. Now the street ran red with their blood and nanos.
			

			
				Grant beat down more opponents, contributing to the body count, working his way toward his soldiers. They needed him and he would not let them down.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jake held Bex as she stirred back to consciousness. He didn’t give a shit about the crowd of Hunters surrounding him. They didn’t make a single move against him; they waited for their leader to appear and claim her prize.
			

			
				Bex opened her eyes, smiled up at Jake’s tearful face.
			

			
				Weakly she said, “Hey there, hero. Did we win?”
			

			
				Jake grinned, “Not quite. We’re doing as well as usual.”
			

			
				“That bad,” she smirked and started to get to her feet.
			

			
				They both rose up slowly, to find Sasha about twenty feet away, arms folded.
			

			
				“Can we dispense with the romance?” she quipped. “We have a little matter to settle. I really should thank you, Jake. Because of you, so many of our kind have been purified. The last two days have seen more cleansing than all our efforts over the past year. Props to you, kid.”
			

			
				Jake now understood Trent’s rage, his thirst for Sasha’s death. It made him pity his friend; all those close calls only to be denied that final victory over an enemy who truly deserved to die; one who’d wronged him time and again. Jake felt this keenly now. He wanted her to pay as badly as Trent wanted it.
			

			
				“Time to add one more to that body count!” he growled and sent two razor-sharp, razor-thin, circular discs at Sasha’s neck. She easily blocked them with a quick shield generated around her throat.
			

			
				“Your bravado is spine tingling,” she laughed. “But enough of these games. I came here today intent on killing you. If I couldn’t have you, then no one could. But I’m willing to let bygones be bygones and welcome you back to the family.”
			

			
				“You’ve got to be kidding,”
			

			
				“You’ll find I am deadly serious, Jake. I think you just need the proper incentive.”
			

			
				On cue, several nearby Hunters conjured vines and wrapped Bex’s wrists tight, pulling her arms outstretched. Instantly, other Hunters drove four thin spears through her torso, back to front–the sharp tips protruding. She screamed out in agony. Too much pain for her to focus on Mechcrafting. The spears became flexible and turned back toward the girl and pierced her torso once more, driving themselves out her back.
			

			
				Her body sent her into blissful unconsciousness, the pain too great for her to handle.
			

			
				Jake readied his palms to conjure, but instead closed his eyes and made the tormenting mechs burst into metal dust. Bex collapsed, free of the spears, but not of the pain they’d caused.
			

			
				“That’s my boy!” Sasha yelled. “That’s the Jake I want. Yes. You’re fast, Jake, but not that fast. I can have my Hunters take her out completely before you can disrupt their mechs. All I have to do is give the command. Shall I?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Grant had fought his way back to his soldiers, boosting their morale and putting the fight back in them. They merged with the Phalanx agents, Trent and Grant nodding quickly. Their ranks were thinning; that was the reality. The Hunters simply had the numbers, and they continuously overpowered both Gauntlet and Phalanx. For every Hunter taken out or captured, four Gauntlet or Phalanx soldiers dropped.
			

			
				Down to less than one hundred, the soldiers huddled together, back to back to defend against the onslaught. Trent found himself leaning against Grant’s shoulders.
			

			
				“Still thrilled about the deal we made?” Trent joked.
			

			
				“You never mentioned the bonus of a massacre!”
			

			
				“What’s the plan?” asked Trent, doing his best to mask his desperation.
			

			
				“Die a good death?”
			

			
				“Shit.”
			

			
				Mechs thrashed and slashed and pounded away, putting the crowd under a sea of shimmering silver. The mobs swayed this way and that, no one wanting to give an inch.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jake looked to Bex; she lay unconscious, just beginning to heal. He looked to Sasha; he mutilated face grinning, taunting him. In that moment, he felt that glimmer in the back of his mind again. Something distracted him from the conflict at hand. He shook it off.
			

			
				“What’s it going to be Jake?” Sasha asked, soothing as warm milk laced with arsenic.
			

			
				“You let Bex go. Let her live. And I’ll go with you,” he sighed.
			

			
				“Done. See? Now that wasn’t so hard, was it? Come to me,” she commanded.
			

			
				Jake, defeated, looked upon Bex one last time. He wanted to kill Sasha, but knew it would mean Bex’s immediate death as well. He had no hope. He slowly walked to Sasha.
			

			
				“Now, I want you to end this. Purify the remaining soldiers.”
			

			
				“What?” he looked incredulous. “You got what you wanted. Call off your troops and let’s just leave!”
			

			
				“Don’t ever question me! You gave me your word to join me, and that means do my bidding. So do my fucking bidding!”
			

			
				Jake stood motionless, caught between two sadistic choices. He was paralyzed. Bex started to wake, her wounds already closing up.
			

			
				Sasha noticed and whispered in Jake’s ear. “With a nod, I can have her torn to shreds.”
			

			
				“Alright! Alright. You win.” Jake approached the battling mob, tears welling. He only hoped the survivors could forgive him. He held up his palms to conjure.
			

			
				Suddenly a fireball of liquid silver rocketed from the sky and blasted the crowd of Hunters nearest Bex. The ten foot diameter ball of nanos exploded on impact, sending metal and Hunters flying in all directions.
			

			
				All eyes looked up to see another giant mech sphere come at them, cast by a group of flying warriors. The new attack crashed hard and rolled through the mass of Hunters near the Gauntlet and Phalanx soldiers, taking out over two dozen zealots, leaving them stunned or worse on the street. The newcomers descended toward the battlefield, absorbing the nanos from their sphere attacks and relaunching spikes, guns, deadly discs, and wicked melee weapons.
			

			
				Then everything changed for Jake. Light returned to his dark, shadowed mind. His parents, Greg and Tina, led the charge of these bad ass soldiers. He had to get to them! Jake began running for them. Alive! He could not believe it. In his heart he’d prepared for the worst all along, had tried not to get his hopes up. But here they were, unleashing hell on their enemies!
			

			
				At last they spotted him and rushed to meet him. Amidst all the carnage and chaos, the reunited family embraced and let it all wash away. For that one brief moment, they reveled in their bond.
			

			
				“How sentimental,” Sasha’s words soured the moment and they all three faced her. She held Bex in a strangling vine mech, binding her hands, arms, and neck. It grew tighter by the second.
			

			
				“Impressive you both survived,” Sasha continued. “I knew I’d learned from the best. You should be proud. Jake’s moving up in the world. He’s a Hunter now. A dedicated follower to the cause. Ain’t that right, Jake?”
			

			
				“I had no choice,” he explained, but Tina gently put her hand on his shoulder to calm him. They understood exactly what happened.
			

			
				“Maybe I should have you start with your parents,” she exclaimed with glee, delighted by her idea. “Yes, definitely kill them first!”
			

			
				“Are you insane?” asked Jake.
			

			
				“Do you really have to ask?” replied Greg.
			

			
				In the crowd, the new soldiers hacked their way to link up with their allies, and together they began to turn the tide. Trent looked over and saw Bex captive and Jake arguing with Sasha. Sasha! At last he had a shot. Trent found an opening, then coated his upper body in nanos, hardening the mech. With this new armor, he stormed into the thinnest segment and barreled through like a charging bull, knocking aside and trampling enemies until he emerged on the outside. He had a clear line of sight to her.
			

			
				“What’s it going to be Jake?” As she spoke, the vine tightened on Bex’s neck. “I’m losing my patien–”
			

			
				Trent’s razor disc sliced through her throat, taking everyone by surprise. Her mech dissolved and returned to her staggering body, freeing Bex. Sasha clutched her bleeding neck, conjuring a mech quickly to seal the wound, but without hesitating, Jake launched spikes that dug into her torso.
			

			
				Greg and Tina joined in, sending their own mech weapons to attack–deadly throwing stars and spiked spheres. Sasha took all their punishment, stumbling back. Her dress became soaked in red and silver. She looked utterly defeated.
			

			
				Trent joined his friends and watched, ready to attack again, as Sasha grew weaker. Bex ran to Jake, embracing him. Greg and Tina noticed, a quick smile passed between them.
			

			
				But Sasha was not through. Not by a long shot. No more holding back. No more deals. Jake would never be a Hunter, and she was a fool for attempting to force the issue again. That was over now.
			

			
				She summoned all her strength, all her hate, and conjured, using even the nanos that spilled from her body, a cluster of five large tentacles, joined at one end near her abdomen. The tentacles struck lightning-quick, knocking Trent and Greg back and pinning them to the ground. Tina dodged the attack on her, but Bex, barely recovering from her injuries, took the hit hard–one tentacle snapping forth and cracking a few ribs as she crumbled.
			

			
				The three free tentacles whipped around and came at Jake, who dispatched them instantly, turning them to dust. Greg and Tina looked on in stunned silence. Jake’s power had manifested, but they never dreamed it would be this.
			

			
				Sasha conjured more tentacles, attacking one after the other, Jake disrupting them all. He knew this trick and expected it when Sasha snuck smaller tentacles into the fray. He was able to destroy those as well. But in his multiple focal points, Jake missed the razor disc Sasha launched from her back to loop around and slice Jake’s belly open. He lost all concentration and could only clutch his bleeding gut as he collapsed.
			

			
				Tina screamed, and Greg struggled against the tentacle pinning him.
			

			
				Not wasting the moment, Sasha commanded two tentacles to crush Greg and Trent. The weight pressed them hard into the bloodied street. They struggled for breath as they conjured all manner of mechs to throw off the tentacles, but nothing worked. As Tina grabbed at the crushing tentacles to free them, Sasha also sent a vine to wrap around her neck and strangle the life out of her.
			

			
				For the unconscious Bex, Sasha simply coated her mouth and nose in nanos, giving her a taste of her own medicine. Jake felt helpless as death loomed all around.
			

			
				At last Sasha turned her attention back to Jake. She conjured a large, thick spear and sent it upward, then crashing down on Jake’s back. The deadly mech pierced through and buried itself in the asphalt, impaling Jake.
			

			
				“Should have just come with me to begin with, Jake.”
			

			
				From the Phalanx building entry came a mournful voice, “Stop! Please stop, I beg you.” Dr. Maximilian Flint entered the battlefield, against explicit orders from the basement, to save his daughter and, hopefully, others.
			

			
				“Sasha, please do not do this.”
			

			
				“You are shitting me! The good doctor in the flesh! This is the best surprise of the night!”
			

			
				“Take me instead, Sasha. Leave them be. Just take me. Let Bex go. Let them all go.”
			

			
				Jake felt his breathing slow. Am I dying? He felt utterly calm, serene; the pain a distant sensation, barely belonging to him. The glimmer in his mind grew from a vague sensation; it seemed to take hold of his conscious mind and become knowledge. There was something more to him. He felt it beginning to manifest. The nanos themselves were communicating with him, he could hear them; yet it felt like his own thoughts.
			

			
				Sasha only laughed at Dr. Flint. “Compassion. It is the Achilles Heel to you all! Now why would I make such an absurd trade, when I can simply kill you too, and take out all my enemies at once?!”
			

			
				Just as she launched a razor disc from her palm, Jake closed his eyes and destroyed every mechs on the battlefield, friend and foe alike. It was a pulsating wave of unseen energy, expanding in a circle with Jake at the center. One by one, every Mechcrafter’s conjuring burst.
			

			
				Opening his eyes, he saw the area was thick with silver mist, beautiful and haunting. Trent, Greg, Tina, Bex, all were now free. The spear that had pierced him was gone.
			

			
				As nanos began returning to their bodies, Sasha turned to face Jake–who had dropped to his knees from his wounds. She let loose her fury in a rage-filled cry and launched a barrage of razor discs, vines, and spikes. Jake disrupted them all instantly, but this time, as Sasha waited for the nanos to return to her, they merely lingered in the air, hovering and spreading.
			

			
				Sasha was utterly perplexed and horrified. She nervously fired more spikes at Jake, only to have those destroyed and join with the existing cloud. “What is this?” she cried.
			

			
				Jake found the strength to stand. He was shaky, but successful. He stared straight into Sasha’s eyes and she knew this was Jake’s doing. Suddenly her nanos crushed together, forming a giant levitating mass. Then they shifted into liquid and began spinning about, writhing through the air like intertwining snakes, all at Jake’s mental commands.
			

			
				All fighting had stopped when the mechs disintegrated. Everyone looked on, their fear and attention drawn to Jake and Sasha. Forgetting their own battles, they wandered closer to witness the miracle and terrible power this boy wielded.
			

			
				Jake understood what he could do now. Not only could he disrupt the mechs of others, but he was able to control the very nanos within another person, make them obey his every command. Greg put his arms around Tina, and Trent helped Bex to her feet. Dr. Flint came around and embraced them both. All eyes were on Jake as he stood there, calm, focused.
			

			
				Sasha began to sob. She was nothing without her nanos. She was powerless, afraid. “Stop this, Jake! Stop it now!”
			

			
				“Gladly. Are you ready for your purification, Sasha?”
			

			
				“What? What are you talking about?” she cried.
			

			
				Jake commanded her nanos back into her body. The mass of metal struck her hard and forced itself into her flesh, but in pieces too large for her pores to handle. Her arms, torso, neck and face shredded apart as the nanos dug deeper and deeper, trying to get in. She cried out in tortured agony and fell to her back, helpless against her own nanotech. Soon her deadly silver liquid had returned home, but Jake continued to make her nanos swirl and collide inside Sasha, causing her to spasm and lock up her muscles; she was being torn apart from within.
			

			
				Jake was dangerously close to becoming the very thing he despised. He found himself enjoying her suffering, and that was not him. Suddenly he saw his sadistic glee for what it was, and he hated his joy, this thirst for revenge. He stopped his control immediately, releasing the nanos from his command. Sasha’s body relaxed and lay motionless on the street.
			

			
				He turned to Trent, “Now I know how you feel. Now I get it. If you want to finish her, go ahead, but I can tell you it doesn’t fix what’s inside. I only felt self-loathing as I did it.”
			

			
				Trent started to step forward, but turned to Jake instead. He looked him in the eye, smiled, and placed a hand on his shoulder.
			

			
				“You did good, Jake,” he said calmly. “I would never want that internal pain for you. You did good.” He turned and faced Sasha’s limp body. Suddenly he cried: “Leave the revenge business to me!” Trent conjured and fired off three large spikes, aimed at Sasha’s head.
			

			
				Just before hitting their mark, a mech shield dropped in and deflected the attack. Trent looked around for the source, fury etched in his face. He had expected Bex, but it was Dr. Flint’s shield that had denied him.
			

			
				“Sorry, Trent,” he began. “The good of the faction comes before your thirst for vengeance.”
			

			
				Trent could barely contain his rage. “You let her live and there won’t be a faction!”
			

			
				“Attempt to kill her again, and the consequences will be dire,” replied Dr. Flint, unfazed by Trent’s warning.
			

			
				Trent, reeling from this denial, turned away from his target, pressed his hands to his ears. His body shaking. Bex approached, started to reach out, but Trent bolted down an alleyway, disappearing from the scene.
			

			
				Dr. Flint sighed, looked to Bex. “He’ll be alright, dear. He just needs time.”
			

			
				Her worried eyes held their gaze on the alley. She wasn’t as confident as her Father.
			

			
				The shock wore off, and allies took control of the situation, ordering the Hunters to surrender. They complied happily, terrified of what Jake could do to them.
			

			
				Dr. Flint turned to Greg and Tina. “Glad you got my invitation to the party.”
			

			
				“Wouldn’t have missed it,” replied Greg.
			

			
				“Hope you don’t mind we brought friends from San Francisco along,” said Tina with a smile.
			

			
				Dr. Flint placed a warm, grateful hand on each of their shoulders. “I was never happier to see your faces than I was tonight, my friends.”
			

			
				Phalanx and Gauntlet together bound the Hunters and escorted them inside. Grant, with Dr. Flint’s nod of approval, took over the operation. Carefully, the allies created a stretcher under Sasha’s limp body and enveloped her so only her face was visible. The sarcophagus levitated and was led inside by six soldiers.
			

			
				Jake joined his parents as Dr. Flint returned to Bex for more hugs. Greg and Tina wasted no time in pulling their son in close and holding him tight. Tina kissed his cheek repeatedly; a very Mom thing to do, but he was happy to allow it. “We are so sorry, Jake,” she began with tears in her eyes. “We wanted to avoid any of this.”
			

			
				“It’s okay, Mom. We made it. We survived.”
			

			
				Greg added, “We were wrong to keep it from you. We should have told you everything sooner, so we had prepared you.”
			

			
				“Dad, it’s all behind us now.” They embraced again.
			

			
				Phalanx cleanup crews emerged from the building to remove any remnants of the battle. Bodies were respectfully wrapped in mechs and taken inside. Bex noticed among the dead the twins they’d tried to recruit at The Roxy. Guilt and a sense of failure wracked her body. She felt weak under the weight, and she turned away quickly.
			

			
				Blood and dead nanos were cleaned and eliminated. They restored every last detail of the small street and alleyway as they worked. It was a marvel of efficiency. Bex recovered her composure, watching the street return to normal. As the twins were carried off, she understood they had made their choice, despite all the chances Phalanx had given them. And right here before her there was much to celebrate.
			

			
				At last Bex and Jake stood alone, the others socializing and laughing a good distance away. They both looked like shit and still nursed serious wounds. But they could not keep from kissing each other madly. Surviving death brings out the romantic in people.
			

			
				“You didn’t kill her,” Bex said, breaking away from Jake’s loving embrace. “You had Sasha completely beaten and you let her live.”
			

			
				“I hated the way it made me feel. I was fully committed to ending her, but in the end I knew if I did, it would be in cold blood, not self-defense. That would make me a murderer… just like her.”
			

			
				Bex’s train of thought derailed. She fumbled in her pockets for something, but came up empty. She fidgeted with her clothes, hoping for some other pocket where it might be.
			

			
				Jake smiled and held up her mango hand sanitizer. “Looking for this? You dropped it earlier.”
			

			
				She took it and kissed him as she squirted sanitizer on her filthy hands.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 19
			

			
				 
			

			
				The dining hall of Phalanx had not seen a coming together of this magnitude since before the unit split into factions. All along the tables Phalanx and Gauntlet ate, laughed, and shared stories together. They had much in common, even though many had never met.
			

			
				Occasional nervous glances toward Jake at the head table made him feel awkward. He did his best to ignore them. He really couldn’t blame the others for their trepidation about him, given all they witnessed on the battlefield. Friend or foe, no one would ever feel fully at ease around someone who could take over their nanos. He did his best to be sympathetic toward them. He sat at the head table, equal with Grant, Dr. Flint, Greg, Tina, and Bex.
			

			
				“I think this is the best course of action for our two factions,” Grant finished.
			

			
				“Agreed,” added Dr. Flint and shook Grant’s hand.
			

			
				The two factions enjoyed several days of revelry and camaraderie. Both leaders felt some down time together would further generate a bond between the agents and soldiers and students of the factions. Fear diminished once people got to know each other, but sadly, this was not the case with Jake. Even though Bex was with him, vouching for him with their friendship, Jake could never get more than polite, brief conversation from any of his peers. Bex assured him they would warm up to him. He wanted to believe her. The irony of them rejecting the very person who saved them was not lost on him.
			

			
				As Gauntlet soldiers returned home, Phalanx calmed to a quiet school and training facility once again. Bex gave Jake the tour, showing him halls and vast rooms filled with mech piping and tubing. It seemed nearly every room was alive with mechs. And Jake had already witnessed that the exterior was made exclusively from mech as well.
			

			
				“How is it possible to have nanos do all this without a human host, or manager, or whatever it’s called?”
			

			
				“Some years ago, Daddy figured out a way to program nanos from our pools of dormant nanotech. In reality, they are tiny computers, after all. He simply taught them commands to execute like any other application or software.”
			

			
				“That’s one hell of a trick.”
			

			
				“You haven’t seen the really cool stuff yet,” she took his hand and continued the tour.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				With the guests all gone, and Greg and Tina busy at their new task of training students, Dr. Flint made his way to the basement. He’d held off the visit for too long now. He knew it would be furious and that appeasing it would not be easy. Its power was growing; he could feel it. And this scared him to his core. The only thing he could do was to obey and hope for the future of his world.
			

			
				He entered and locked the door behind him. He felt it stirring.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Trent returned to Phalanx. Bex heard he was back and rushed to meet him. He looked like hell; like a man who hadn’t slept or ate in days. He saw her and perked up. She knew that neither of them needed a speech or an apology. She simply looked into his tear-filled eyes and hugged him. Trent hugged her back. All was forgiven. All was set right again.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				On one of the upper levels, behind a secured door, under constant guard, cells of imprisoned Hunters sat on either side. They were the most obedient prisoners anyone had ever seen. No one wanted to face Jake. Even the guards shared their apprehension.
			

			
				Scott rested in a cell with three other Hunters. He had studied the security measures and found them lacking. Any novice Mechcrafter could break free. Of course, the real deterrent to escape was the electrified floor and sleeping gas vents. No one would leave unless Phalanx allowed it. Still, they were being treated kindly; hot meals and such. There was even talk of a re-training program. Most Hunters balked at this, said it was brainwashing. But Scott felt these Phalanx people were on the level. He had seen the power Sasha had held over them; he knew his fellow Hunters had already been brainwashed.
			

			
				At the end of the hall stood another sealed door. This had its own set of two guards. Beyond, another four stood watch over a single cell. Its occupant was once feared as the most deadly Mechcrafter that ever lived. Now that moniker quietly belonged to Jake.
			

			
				Sasha paced the ten by ten chamber. She’d healed up within days of the battle. Physically, she was back to normal. Mentally was another story. Her hair was an unkempt, disheveled mess. Her masochistic adornments no longer blighted her flesh, but her eyes possessed a crazed quality, one entirely lacking humanity. Something in her had snapped that night. Being assaulted and betrayed by her own nanos seemed to have damaged her in more ways than one.
			

			
				She paced and paced, a caged beast, stopping only to gaze longingly at a sealed metal box near her clear, Plexiglas cell. The smooth box had no visible opening, hinges, or lock. But the contents made Sasha mad with desire. While she’d lain unconscious days before, Jake had been asked to perform his trick one more time. Under orders, he had drawn forth every particle of Sasha’s nanotech and placed it in the thick metal box. Once sealed, the seams were welded closed, forever amputating her from her beloved nanos.
			

			
				Now she wanted nothing in the world more than a reunion. She missed them like a parent misses her child. She was nothing without her nanos; weak, powerless… average. The loss sent her into madness.
			

			
				 
			

			
				*     *     *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jake wandered alone for the first time since arriving in Phalanx, lost in his thoughts. His peers steered clear of him, but he stopped noticing. He strolled through the dorms, through the cafeteria, past the recreation area, and into the vast, great hall at the center of the building. The ceiling of the massive room was open all the way to the top, it seemed. Jake walked to the center, ignoring the stares of other students. He could not take his gaze from the rise. Mech piping wound its way around the perimeter, up and down the structure. It was eerily mystical and forbidding at the same time.
			

			
				He knew he was a stranger in a strange land. A singularity. An enigma, maybe even a freak. But most of all, he was a teenager–a teenager with a massive crush on a girl.
			

			
				 
			

			
				THE END
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