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    "Guys, where's Michelle?" 
 
    Randy's head snapped up as those words registered in his brain and he jumped to his feet. 
 
    "Easy there, big guy," said Ariel as she tried to get him to stay sitting. Ariel isn't the biggest woman in the place and her trying to control Randy, well, she would have had an easier time wrestling with a one ton bull. 
 
    Randy was on his feet and looking around the room he shared with his niece. He walked over and pulled the curtains aside to her private space. 
 
    She was not there. 
 
    "That son of a bitch," he said under his breath. 
 
    Mike turned to Dean and Steve and started giving them commands like they were his soldiers. And in their minds, they were. 
 
    "Dean, get to the gate and make sure it doesn't get opened for any reason. Let them know what's happened and that Simon and Calvin might try to get out. Steve, get to your room and get everything you need to go on a search and rescue mission. Bring Dean's stuff, too. We're going hunting as soon as both of you are back." 
 
    Dean and Steve took off, heading to carry out the orders they had been given. 
 
    I looked at Randy and asked, "Where would they go? Surely they're not stupid enough to go outside the gates." 
 
    "I don't know. I mean, there's nearly five miles of tunnels in these caverns and we're only using a tenth of that, so there are plenty of places for them to hide." 
 
    As the enormity of the task began to sink in, a horrifying thought came to mind. 
 
    "You still have the keys to the weapons vault, right?" 
 
    He patted his pants pocket and his face went white. I could feel the acid in my stomach begin to churn. Then he looked relieved. 
 
    "Sorry, I forgot," he said as he pointed to a peg stuck in the wall, around the corner from the door. A ring of keys hung from the peg. "Those things are heavy so I always hang them up when I come into the room." 
 
    He walked over and plucked the ring from the peg and looked through the keys. 
 
    "All here, Trev." 
 
    "Okay, so we're sure they can't get into the weapons vault, but that doesn't mean they can't get armed. If they were somewhat smart, they would have weapons stored in their rooms." 
 
    Mike said, "But, their rooms are around in the main tunnel and I'm sure if someone had seen them we'd know about it." 
 
    "That's true, but it doesn't hurt to check." 
 
    "The only other thing I can think of," said Randy, "is they may have a stash of weapons somewhere else in the tunnels. It wouldn't be hard to take a few weapons into the farthest parts of the tunnels and hide them away in those rooms." 
 
    About this time Dean and Steve came back and Mike told them to follow him. The first place they were going was to check the weapons vault and make sure it was still secure.  
 
    I told Ariel to take Randy back to the infirmary and stay there. Randy was about to argue the point, but he was still a bit wobbly on his feet and he knew he wouldn’t be of any use to anyone. 
 
    I left to follow Mike and the others and caught up with them about the time the got to the vault. They were looking the steel door over when I walked up. 
 
    "What’s up, guys? Is it still secure?" 
 
    Mike stepped aside and pointed. There were clear indications of someone trying to break into the vault, but the locks held. 
 
    "Let’s take a look inside real quick," I said. I wanted to make sure no one had been in there. 
 
    When the doors were unlocked and swung open, we walked in and could see it looked like it should. Nothing appeared to be missing. 
 
    "This doesn’t mean they aren’t armed," said Mike. 
 
    I looked at him and then at the other two. 
 
    "We need to proceed under the assumption they are armed and with more weaponry than we have. Let’s lock this place up and get started. We’re going to have to clear every single tunnel, one room at a time." 
 
    "It’s going to be a long day, boss," said Mike. 
 
    "Looks like it." 
 
    I armed myself with an AK-47 and a couple of loaded clips. Then I walked out of the vault, followed by the brothers. 
 
    "What are our rules of engagement?" asked Dean. 
 
    "Fire if fired upon, don’t worry about whether those two end up dead, but do everything in our power to make sure Michelle is rescued unharmed." 
 
    "Damn right!" said Steve. 
 
    I looked at him and Dean snickered. 
 
    "He kinda has the hots for Michelle." 
 
    Steve looked like he was turning five shades of red. 
 
    "You could do a lot worse, Steve." 
 
    He nodded and said, "Let’s go save her." 
 
    Mike came out of the vault with four pairs of night vision goggles and handed them out. 
 
    "Be careful with these. If we’re in a lighted tunnel, get them off your eyes or you will pay for it with pain and a temporary loss of vision." 
 
    He got the vault locked up and we headed for the main cross tunnel and looked into the distance. Twenty sets of two tunnels branching off from the main tunnel and each tunnel had close to one hundred rooms. Some were built with steel doors and some were just open to the tunnel. 
 
    "I’m going to guess they went deeper into the tunnels. They wouldn’t stay here in the first few tunnels were we are all located." 
 
    "That would be my guess, boss." 
 
    "So, when we reach the G tunnel, we cut the power. Put them in the dark." 
 
    "How many of the secured rooms do we think were locked and they can’t get into?" 
 
    Mike looked at me and said, "Maybe half. The rest, maybe ten percent had doors that were damaged and can’t close and the rest have no doors at all." 
 
    "So, we have about two thousand rooms, about half they probably can’t get into." 
 
    "Not necessarily," said Dean. "Unless the space was leased out to someone, those doors were generally left unlocked. No one took the time to go and close and secure all the rooms." 
 
    "Obviously, we don’t have all the keys for those rooms," I said. 
 
    "They were kept in a locker in Simon’s room." 
 
    "I think we should start the search in Simon’s room, then." 
 
    I started walking toward the two rooms closest to the dining room. The locks had been pried open on both of the rooms and the doors stood open. As we walked into Simon’s room, I could see most of the furnishings had been removed. 
 
    I didn’t feel bad for Simon and Calvin losing their things, but it did cause me some concern that these people would fall into looting so easily. I knew it was true that once the social structure fell apart, it would be every person for themselves. I was just hoping we could hold on a little longer. 
 
    I could see the locker near the back of the room and it looked untouched, but when I got closer I could see it was unlocked. Not a good sign. 
 
    Looking inside it was clear most of the keys were there, but there were a couple of rings missing. There were rings with about twenty keys each, hanging from hooks labeled by tunnel and then by a range of room numbers. If Simon and Calvin had taken the missing rings in order to hide themselves in the tunnels, their plan was a losing plan from the beginning. 
 
    They had taken the keys for the rooms that were farthest from the gate and at the end of a dead end tunnel. Looking at the map taped inside the locker showed they had no place to go, if they did indeed go to these rooms. I couldn’t believe they were going to make it this easy to find them.  
 
    We were missing something. 
 
    Mike looked at me and said, "If they lock themselves into one of the rooms and we can’t open the door, there’s no telling what could happen." 
 
    "We need to catch them outside the room, then." 
 
    "We need to find them first," said Dean. 
 
    "Okay, let’s go. We’ll do a quick sweep of the tunnels going that way, but I’m thinking we’re going to find them in the last tunnel." 
 
    We left the room and I looked toward the gate. All four machine guns were manned by two people each and Mike was confident in their abilities. Even so, I felt a little apprehensive about going to the farthest reaches of the tunnels and leaving the gates in their hands. 
 
    I stepped into the infirmary and looked at Randy. Ariel was just finishing up with some stitches to his head. 
 
    "We’re heading into the tunnels to look for them. I need you to stay up here and watch over the gate and gun crews." 
 
    He nodded at me and said, "You got it. Bring her back safe." 
 
    "You know we will." 
 
    Moving to the main cross tunnel, we started with the B tunnel and checked it as fast as we could. It took us about four hours to clear tunnels B through S, leaving only the T tunnel. I was still having a hard time believing they were stupid enough to box themselves into this last tunnel. 
 
    Moving to the crossing of the T tunnel, we could hear some noise coming from the right and it sounded like some angry voices, one of which was Michelle’s and she did not sound happy. 
 
    Dean and Steve were ready to make an all-out assault on the tunnel, but Mike reigned them in. 
 
    "I will go first," he whispered. "You will follow and do it as quietly as you can. Trev, you bring up the rear." 
 
    He laid down on the ground near the corner and poked his head around trying to get a lay of the land. When he got back up, I did the same thing. Calvin and Michelle were about halfway down the tunnel. The tunnel was full of crates and boxes that would provide us with cover as we moved closer. As long as Calvin or Simon weren’t looking directly at us as we moved. 
 
    Only about a third of the lights were working in the tunnel, so it was pretty dark. Moving would be easier in the near dark.  
 
    Mike went around the corner and ducked in behind a set of boxes. After he moved up a couple more stacks, he signaled us to begin moving into the tunnel. We were being extremely quiet and had moved to within about fifty yards from Calvin and Michelle. 
 
    "What makes you think I would ever want to be with you?" I could hear Michelle snarl. 
 
    "Come on," said Calvin, "there aren’t that many guys my age in the tunnels and I would be good for you." 
 
    "Good for me! You killed my uncle!" 
 
    We were just about to make another move closer when Mike held up his fist, signaling us to stop. He wasn’t looking toward the two of them. He was looking down near his feet. He started moving his head and looking across the tunnel and then along the wall toward me. 
 
    Then I saw it. A thin, fish line glistened in the low light and it was stretched across the tunnel and then back along the wall. I looked along the wall and discovered, hidden under a pile of rubbish, a Claymore mine. I pointed to it and Mike nodded, but then mouthed, "Don’t move." 
 
    He looked around the corner of the boxes and then when he saw Calvin had his back to us, he moved backwards and got us all out of the tunnel. 
 
    "What are we going to do?" whispered Steve. 
 
    "Well, we’re not going to go charging down the tunnel, that’s for damn sure." 
 
    "Okay," I said, "we have one Claymore. Can we disarm it?" 
 
    "I don’t know how to tell you this, Trev, but there at least three mines in that tunnel. You were almost sitting on one. There was the one directly across the tunnel from you and there is one just forward of where I was. I’m pretty sure that’s all of them." 
 
    I poked my head around the corner and sure enough, there was a Claymore right where I had been crouched. A couple of inches backward and I would have set it off. 
 
    "We are going to use the mines to our advantage," he said. 
 
    He reached down and picked up a wad of discarded fish line and began untangling it. After a couple of minutes he had about twenty yards of clear fish line. He handed me his rifle and then low crawled around the corner and headed for the place he had stopped before. 
 
    I watched him from the corner as he crawled to the fish line that was strung from the forward mine. When he got there, he gently tied the line he had to the trip wire going to the mine and then began backing out. He stopped to move a crate and placed it near the trip wire for the other two mines. When he was finished, he moved back to us and the cover of the corner. He had the end of the line in his hand and I could tell what his intentions were. 
 
    "Are you sure you want to do this?" I asked. "Michelle is down there." 
 
    "That’s true," he said, "but the mines are angled this way, so the most she’s going to get is some ringing in the ears. 
 
    He looked at the others and whispered, "Alright guys, there will be three explosions. Do not go around this corner until they are finished." 
 
    Everyone nodded they understood and watched as he tightened his grip on the line in his hand. He gave a quick three count and then pulled on the line. 
 
    The first explosion was deafening and was quickly followed by two more. Above the sound of the explosions we could hear the ball bearings slamming into the walls and shooting down the tunnel past us. The smell of the blown C-4 assaulted our noses and we could taste it in the air. 
 
    As soon as the third explosion hit and the ball bearings finished wreaking havoc through the air, Mike moved around the corner with his weapon raised, ready to fire if needed. 
 
    The three of us followed him and had a bit of trouble seeing through the haze of smoke left by the mines. I could barely see Mike in front of me and saw he was staying to the far side of the tunnel. The brothers and I chose sides and stayed out of the middle. If Calvin started firing, he would probably shoot down the middle and we wanted to be out of his firing line. 
 
    The lights had been blown out by the blasts and I pulled my night vision goggles down to see if it would help. It helped a little. Mike became clearer in my field of vision and I could see the laser from his sight projecting into the smoke. 
 
    "Get off me, you pig!" 
 
    From the sound of it, Michelle was not having any of whatever Calvin was selling. Having only known her for a few days, I began to wonder how Calvin thought he would ever tame her. 
 
    We moved through the smoke and the scene began to clear in front of us. I saw Calvin and Michelle standing near an open door. I could tell he was feeling the effects of the blasts and was having a hard time focusing his thoughts. She kept trying to pull away from him, but he had a firm grip with an arm around her shoulders from behind. 
 
    That was the Calvin I knew. He was using her as a shield. 
 
    Mike had stopped and had put the red dot from his laser sight right between Calvin's eyes, but he was hesitant to pull the trigger because she was so close. 
 
    "Let her go, Calvin!" 
 
    "And if I don't?" he yelled. 
 
    "Then I'll drop you like a cow in a slaughterhouse," said Mike. 
 
    I moved out from behind Mike and could see Calvin had a pistol pressed against Michelle's temple. 
 
    "I think you need to turn around and head back the way you came," said Calvin. "This will be our little area of the tunnels." 
 
    "Turn Michelle loose," said Mike. "It should be her choice whether she wants to stay here or not." 
 
    "Me, stay with this jackass? Not hardly!" 
 
    I wanted to shake my head. She wasn't making it easy to save her. If she kept talking, Calvin might shoot her just to shut her up. 
 
    Then she did something no one was expecting. Not even Mike. She just dropped. Calvin wasn’t expecting it and she fell right out of his hands and he went to point his gun at her. 
 
    He never got the chance. 
 
    The sound of Mike’s rifle roaring to life in the enclosed tunnel was enough to knock out the ear drums of anyone around. 
 
    Calvin didn’t have time to register the sound of the weapon. His head snapped back and he fell backwards to the ground. 
 
    "No!" 
 
    Simon came running out of the room with a pistol in his own hand and when he saw his son laying dead on the ground, he swung around and brought his hand up. Dean wasted no time in shooting him. 
 
    Unlike Mike, Dean didn’t aim for the head. His shot hit Simon in the shoulder, spinning him around and up against the wall. The pistol clattered to the ground as he slid down the wall. 
 
    Mike moved toward Simon and kicked the pistol away from him, keeping his rifle trained on him the whole time. 
 
    The sound of the explosions and the gunfire brought Ariel and Randy running from the A tunnel. When they came around the corner and into the tunnel, Michelle saw the big guy and just about fell over. She jumped up and ran to Randy, who put his arm around her. She had no words to describe seeing him there, thinking Calvin had killed him. 
 
    Ariel had her medical bag over her shoulder and when she came through the smoke, she saw Simon sitting on the ground.  
 
    "Back off, Mike," she said. 
 
    When he moved back, she knelt down in front of Simon and began working to stop the bleeding from the wound in his shoulder. 
 
    "He killed my son," cried Simon. "He killed my Calvin." 
 
    Ariel knew enough to keep her mouth shut. She just kept working on the wound, which appeared to be a clean exit wound and didn’t hit anything vital. Simon was going to live. 
 
    After she finished bandaging the wound, she stood up and said, "Let’s get him back to the infirmary where I can clean the wound and get him stitched up." 
 
    Mike stepped forward and helped Simon to his feet and then asked Dean to accompany them back to the infirmary. After they left, Steve went into the open room and came back out with a blanket. He covered Calvin’s body and picked up the pistol, sticking it in his belt.  
 
    I hadn’t said a word since the shots were fired and I was still wondering what I could even say. Mike looked at me and could see I was a bit conflicted. 
 
    "You think I shouldn’t have shot him, don’t you?" 
 
    I snapped out of it and looked at him. 
 
    "No Mike, I think you did what had to be done. I’m just worried about what the rest of the people will think when they hear that Calvin was shot and killed by one of us." 
 
    "I can tell you exactly what they will think," said Randy. "They will think good riddance. He and Simon were a couple of tyrants and nobody wanted to have anything to do with them." 
 
    "It’s still a shame he had to die," said Michelle. "I didn’t like him at all, but I didn’t wish him to be dead." 
 
    "I wouldn’t worry about it, boss," said Mike. "I’m the one that shot him and I’m the one they will look at if they want to get mad." 
 
    "Alright," I said, "we need to …" 
 
    I was cut off by the sound of 50-caliber machine gun fire coming from the front tunnels. From the sounds of it, all four guns were firing. 
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    "Oh great," said Mike as we all started hoofing it back to the A tunnel. 
 
    In the two minutes or so that it took us to run from the farthest reaches of the tunnel system to the entrance, the guns never stopped firing. We could hear some screaming and the sounds of metal clashing with metal. 
 
    "Damn it!" yelled Mike. "It sounds like they got inside." 
 
    As we rounded the final corner, we could see the gate was pushed open a few feet and demons were battling their way inside. A quick count told me there were at least four or five that had made it inside. 
 
    Mike fired and killed two demons in rapid succession and I did my best to do my part. It took a few extra rounds, but I took down the other two demons nearest me. There were bodies of three humans laying near the gate, people who had given their lives trying to keep the demons out. 
 
    I looked back toward the infirmary and saw a demon attacking Ariel and Simon. They were backed up against a wall and Dean was firing and trying to keep the demon away from them. The demon slashed at him with his blade and caught Dean on the shoulder, bringing a yelp of pain from the man. 
 
    "Hey!" 
 
    The demon stopped for a second and turned to see who had yelled and caught Randy’s huge right hand in the jaw. Randy hit him so hard we all heard the demon’s neck snap and it went down in a heap. Randy stomped on its head and then reached down and picked up the demon blade. 
 
    Michelle and Steve finally caught up with the rest of us and she reached into his belt and pulled the pistol. After arming herself, he helped his brother up and they pushed their way into the infirmary along with Ariel and Simon. After getting them all inside, Michelle turned to head back out and see what she could do. Steve grabbed her by the back of her shirt and yanked her back into the room. 
 
    "Stay in here," he said to her as he went out the door. 
 
    "Oh, the hell I will," she yelled as she followed him out the door. She only stopped long enough to push the door closed and set the latch. 
 
    Mike made his way to the scaffolding and climbed the right side to get an idea of what was outside. The guys manning the top gun were laying down a blistering barrage that was causing a nice pile of demon bodies outside the gate. 
 
    I climbed the left side and could feel Michelle climbing up behind me.  Looking down over the inside of the scaffolding, I could see a group of five men firing rifles point blank into the faces of demons trying to get in the gate. It took a few more seconds for them to get the gates closed and locked. 
 
    Looking through one of the peepholes I could see there were two dozen or more demons moving through the tunnel toward the gate. The gun crews were doing their best to bring the demons down, but there were far too many of them. We had never seen an attack this large and I was beginning to think we might not hold them off. 
 
    Mike was looking down from his side of the gate and I could see him look at me and shake his head. Then he jumped down to the crosswalk over the gates and ran to the center. He opened an ammo can that was attached to the fencing and pulled out a mess of wires and a trigger. 
 
    He looked over the gate one more time to check to see if he had the trigger for the best mine and then yelled at the top of his lungs. 
 
    "Claymore!" 
 
    I saw everyone nearest the gate stick their fingers in their ears just as he pressed the hand trigger. An explosion ripped the outside world in front of the gate and we could hear the ball bearings ricocheting off the walls and tearing up the demons. 
 
    Mike looked over the fence and did a quick assessment and reached into the ammo can and pulled out another trigger. 
 
    "Claymore!" 
 
    This explosion came from the opposite side of the tunnel from the first one and I could feel it rock the scaffolding I was standing on. It only took a few seconds for the echo to die down and then there was complete silence.  
 
    I jumped down to the crosswalk and moved to the spot next to Mike and we both looked over the top of the gate. There was no movement at all on the ground below us. We could see the bodies of demons littered across the ground. 
 
    A bit of movement caught our eyes and we could see a demon struggling to stand up. Mike raised his weapon and was getting ready to fire when I placed a hand on his arm. 
 
    "Is it possible we could capture one alive?" 
 
    "You’re kidding me? You want one of these things alive?" 
 
    I looked at him and kind of cocked my head. 
 
    Then he said, "I guess we could learn a lot more from a live one than from a dead one." 
 
    "There you go." 
 
    Mike called out and ordered the gun crews to hold their fire and we climbed down from the scaffolding. Randy was at the bottom of the gate, looking through the peephole. When we reached the ground, he looked at us. 
 
    "You serious about bringing that thing in here alive?" 
 
    "Randy, we need to find out where these things come from and why they’re here." 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and said, "Okay, cover me." 
 
    I hadn’t thought of sending him out there, but after seeing what he did to the demon that was attacking Ariel and Dean, I couldn’t argue with the fact he was the most capable for this mission. 
 
    We checked the peephole again and the demon was staggering around like it didn’t know where it was. Mike looked up to the closest gun crew. 
 
    "If, by chance, that thing kills Randy and me, you light it up like it’s the Fourth of July." 
 
    "Yes sir!" 
 
    Randy reached up and unlatched the gate and pulled it open. He stuck his head out and looked both ways to make sure there weren’t any other demons ready to take his head off as soon as he showed it. Then he stepped through the gate and Mike followed him. 
 
    When I went to follow Mike through, he looked at me and shook his head.  
 
    "You stay here. No need for all three of us to be complete idiots." 
 
    I nodded and took up a position at the open gate, ready to offer any supporting fire I could from my completely useless position. No matter how I looked at it, Mike and Randy were going to be right in the middle of my field of fire if I needed to shoot. Not exactly textbook for this situation. 
 
    They both moved slowly through the bodies of the dead demons and they both stopped for a second to look down and shake their heads. I looked at what they saw and could see it was a couple of our own. They had obviously been outside the gate when the attack started, though I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    I watched as they began moving again toward the demon, who was just standing there looking at them, while swaying back and forth on his feet. It brought its blade up and pointed it at the two of them, signaling it was ready to fight. 
 
    Randy raised the blade he had taken off the other demon and pointed it right back at this new demon. It had the effect he was hoping for. Though the demon didn’t lower its blade or turn and run, we could see the tip of his blade waver.  
 
    Mike and Randy moved apart, looking to come at the demon from different sides and it gave me a clear shot if I needed one. Mike had his AR pointed right at the demon’s head and it was clear the monster knew exactly what it meant. The laser dot from the sight, disappeared into the darkness of the hood. The demon backed away from Mike, never taking its red eyes off him. 
 
    As they got closer, I could see this demon was actually smaller than the others we had seen. Most of them stood almost as tall as Mike, who stood just over six feet tall. We won’t talk about Randy because he’d be a giant in any land. 
 
    This demon was clearly less than five feet tall and the way it moved, it gave the impression of being young. I began to wonder if the demons had lives like ours. Were there young and old demons? Did they actually have children and was this one of them? 
 
    "Sup, friend?" asked Randy. 
 
    The demon shifted his attention from Mike to Randy, who still had his blade raised in readiness to kill the demon at the first sign of trouble. His clawed hand shook with the weight of the blade and it became apparent this demon was actually feeling fear at its predicament. 
 
    Randy stepped closer and the demon tried to back away, but tripped over the body of another and fell onto its back. The big guy moved forward quickly and placed the point of his blade at the demon’s throat. 
 
    "Drop it!" 
 
    Then came the biggest surprise to all of us. 
 
    The demon dropped his blade. 
 
    I even heard Michelle gasp from her perch at the top of the gate. 
 
    Feeling the need to be up close and personal, I walked through the gate and moved to a spot next to Randy, which I could tell didn’t make Mike too happy. He didn’t think it wise for all three of us to be outside the gate like this, especially with demon bodies laying all around us. At that moment, I didn’t care what he thought. 
 
    "So, you understand us?" I asked. 
 
    The demon nodded slightly, still very much afraid of Randy’s blade. 
 
    "Get up," I said and the demon slowly got to its feet. 
 
    I kept my rifle pointed right at the demon’s head while Mike moved behind it and began handcuffing its wrists. Then he reached up and pulled the hood off the demon’s head and we got our very first look at an intact face. We had never seen one before, what with the "shoot them in the head" part about killing them. It never seemed to leave any of their pretty faces in one piece. 
 
    Well, pretty faces is a bit of a stretch. This demon had a face that would be the picture perfect definition of a demon face. His skin was a very dark blue, almost purple in color and very close to being pitch black. The skin over his skull was stretched thin, leaving his head looking very much like a black skull. 
 
    He had no whites in his eyes and didn’t even have eyes as we would know them. They were just red orbs stuck inside the skull and they glowed from inside. 
 
    As we had seen from the others, his fingers, all three of them, were nothing more than claws, resembling the black claws of a bird. His feet were very much the same. 
 
    The biggest surprise of all came when I asked, "What is your name? I don’t want to keep calling you demon." 
 
    "We have no names." 
 
    The fact they had no names wasn’t what shocked us. It was the sound of the demon’s voice. It was raspy, sounding like it had been dragged over ten miles of gravel road and sounded more like a growl than anything. 
 
    Oh, and it had a decidedly feminine quality to it. 
 
    "You’re a female?" asked Randy. 
 
    She looked up at him, still holding the blade at her throat and tried to back away from him, but ran up against Mike. 
 
    I reached over and had Randy lower his blade and she began to relax immediately. 
 
    "Of course, I’m female. Do I not look female?" 
 
    "Lady," he said, "right now I don’t know what you look like." 
 
    Mike looked at me and said, "We need to get back inside." 
 
    "Yes we do," I said as I turned and motioned for her to start walking toward the gate. 
 
    At first, she was hesitant, but Mike put a hand under her arm and got her moving. Rather forcibly. 
 
    When we reached the gate, there was a small group of people beginning to gather and I could see the rage and fear in their eyes. The enemy was walking into their midst and most of them didn’t know how they felt about it. I didn’t want any trouble and told everyone the back off. 
 
    "She’s one of them!" yelled a woman from the back. 
 
    "Yes, she is," I said, "and we need her alive. So move back." 
 
    I turned to Mike and told him to put her in the cell where Simon and Calvin had been kept. Looking around, I found a couple of men I trusted and told them to go with him and to stand guard over the cell for the time being. 
 
    After the four of them left, I turned to the crowd. 
 
    "Folks, I know it’s uncomfortable having her inside the gates, but this is the first chance we have to find out who they really are and why they are here. We need her alive to find out those things." 
 
    "What if she gets loose?" asked the same woman. 
 
    "Did you even look at her?" I asked. "She is no more a warrior than our children are. She is scared to death and is not a threat to us." 
 
    "How can you be so sure?" asked another woman. 
 
    I looked at her and could feel the answer but wasn’t sure how they would take it. 
 
    "Many years of wearing a military uniform and being face-to-face with the enemy. She may look like the enemy, but she isn’t a threat to us. Let’s take the time to find out what she’s all about." 
 
    I could feel the heat of Randy’s body standing right behind me and I knew, without even looking, he had his arms crossed over his chest and daring anyone to try something stupid. 
 
    Michelle climbed down from the scaffolding and stood next to me, just staring at the crowd. 
 
    One of the men said, "If she gets loose and kills some of us …" 
 
    "Then that’s on me," I said. 
 
    I turned to Michelle and whispered in her ear and she left the group, heading for the dining hall. 
 
    "Look people, I’m fighting in the blind just as all of you are. Here’s our chance to find out who we’re really fighting. Let’s take it and see if there is any way we can end this attack on our world." 
 
    I could see that line of logic had won them over. They didn’t want to spend the rest of their lives living in these tunnels anymore than I did.  
 
    "Please go back to your lives. Go check on the rest of the people in the tunnels and make sure everyone is accounted for. And please, let them know the danger is over for now." 
 
    I walked away and headed toward the cross tunnel. About that time, Michelle came out of the dining hall with a bag of energy bars and some canteens I assumed were water. She went to hand me the bag, but I waved her off. 
 
    "Let’s go talk to our new friend," I said. 
 
    "You want me to go with you?" she said, not sure she wanted to be there. 
 
    "Yes, I’d like you to be there. She’s going to be scared and reluctant to talk to all of us men. She might be a little more comfortable with you around." 
 
    She bit her lip and said, "Okay, but if I get hurt Randy is going to be pissed." 
 
    I laughed and said, "I don’t think you have anything to worry about." 
 
    We headed down the tunnel toward the holding cell. We found the two men standing guard outside and when I stepped inside the room, Mike was standing in the center of the room and the demon was standing in the far, back corner, looking like she wanted to get as far away from him as she could. 
 
    "Hey Mike, why don’t you go check on Dean and make sure he’s okay." 
 
    "You got it, boss." 
 
    He turned to leave and I stopped him and asked for the keys to the handcuffs. At first, he hesitated, but then handed them over.  
 
    After he left, I pulled the door to the cell closed and it was just the three of us in there. I motioned for Michelle to sit down at the table and walked over to the demon, who was still cowering in the corner. 
 
    "Turn around, please," I said and she did it. 
 
    I reached down and unlocked the handcuffs and put them in my pocket. 
 
    "Come on over and sit down." 
 
     I walked to the table and sat down next to Michelle and we watched. It took a few seconds for the demon to trust us enough to move to the table, but she finally did and took a seat across from us. 
 
    "I have no idea what you eat or drink, but we brought some food in case you’re hungry." 
 
    I emptied the bag closer to her and she looked at the pile and then back at me. She had a look on her face that said she didn’t trust me and that I was trying to harm her with this. 
 
    "I assure you, you can eat and nothing bad will happen to you." 
 
    She picked up a canteen and shook it and then asked, "What is this?" 
 
    "It’s water," I said. 
 
    "Water?" 
 
    She shook the canteen again and looked at it from different angles. Michelle reached across the table and held out her hand for the canteen. 
 
    "Here, let me." 
 
    She handed the canteen over and Michelle twisted the top off it and handed it back to her. When she brought the open canteen up to her nose and sniffed, we could have sworn she actually smiled. 
 
    She tipped the canteen back a little too much, but ended up with a lot of water spilling out over her face. She shook her head and looked surprised by it. 
 
    "No, like this," said Michelle as she opened another canteen and proceeded to take a drink. The demon watched her and then imitated her. 
 
    She drained the canteen in about five swallows. When it was empty she looked at the third and last canteen sitting on the table. 
 
    "Go ahead," I said. 
 
    She picked up the canteen, unscrewed the cap like she had seen Michelle do and drank it down. She was obviously thirsty because it was gone in a few seconds. 
 
    "Haven’t had enough water, have you?" Michelle asked. 
 
    "It is scarce in our world." 
 
    Michelle handed her the canteen in her hand and she drank it, but this time a little slower, as if she was finally getting her fill.  
 
    "When you say water is scarce in your world, what do you mean?" I asked. "Where is your world?" 
 
    She looked at me and I could see the distrust form on her face again. Michelle reached out and put a hand on my arm and looked at the demon. 
 
    "You can trust him. He is a good man and will not hurt you." 
 
    "I don’t know where our world is," she said in a quieter voice. "It is a dark, hot place. We got sent here by some force we know not." 
 
    "When you came here, did you come through a portal?" I asked. 
 
    "Portal?" 
 
    "Yes, like a doorway," I said, pointing toward the door. "One instant you are in your world and the next, you are here." 
 
    "Yes. I was with a group of my kind and someone like you came through a light and told us to follow him back through. When we did, we were in this world." 
 
    "A man? Like me, came and brought you to this world?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Michelle looked at me. 
 
    "That makes no sense. Why would anyone bring them to this world?" 
 
    I just shook my head because I had no idea why that would happen. 
 
    "We were to be fighters. Warriors." 
 
    The two of us looked at her and our jaws dropped. If she were human, I would have thought her to be about the same age as Michelle and it was quite obvious she was not warrior material. Ignoring her rough, gravelly voice, she didn’t seem to have a mean bone in her body. 
 
    "Who were you supposed to be fighting?" asked Michelle. 
 
    "Everyone. We were to expand over the entire world and kill all that we found. Most of us didn’t want to do it, but we had some of our own leaders that wanted to do what the man had asked. They used the word apocalypse." 
 
    "What did we ever do to you, that would make you want to kill us all?" asked Michelle. 
 
    "The man told us that when we killed everyone in this world, it would become ours. Our world is dark, hot and dangerous. This world is everything ours is not. Most of us didn’t like the idea, but there were some that thought it was a good idea. Those of us that didn’t want to do it, were forced to come here. Now, we only fight to stay alive." 
 
    I stood up and started pacing back and forth. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I looked at this young demon and lost every bit of rage I felt for her or her kind. I was more interested now in finding out about this man that had brought them to this world. 
 
    "What can you tell us about this man?" I asked. 
 
    "Not much. Only that he called himself Jordan." 
 
    I looked at her and asked, "Miles Jordan?" 
 
    She looked back at me with a bit of a shrug that told me all she knew was Jordan. 
 
    "Who’s Miles Jordan?’ asked Michelle. 
 
    I sat back down and said, "He’s a quantum physicist who has this idea that he can open doorways between dimensions." 
 
    "Sounds like our man." 
 
    "Let’s hope not. Miles Jordan is a very dangerous man. His idea was to open the doorway and use it to bring about the apocalypse. He preached that man had abused the Earth to the point of not deserving it anymore." 
 
    "Well, on some level I have to agree with him," said Michelle. 
 
    "Sure, but his idea was to wipe man from the face of the Earth. Completely." 
 
    "Okay, well now I don’t agree with him." 
 
    "Last I heard he had been fired from his government research position, ostracized from the entire scientific community and disappeared from the public view." 
 
    "And … you think he may have found a way to do what he preached and is trying to bring about the end of the world?" 
 
    "It’s beginning to look that way." 
 
    I stood up and went to the door and knocked. One of the men opened the door and I motioned to Michelle that we were leaving. 
 
    "You’re keeping me here?" 
 
    The demon had jumped up from her chair and stepped around with a look of fear on her face. 
 
    "Believe me, it is as much for your safety as it is for ours. If you come out of this room right now, there are people here that would kill you just as easy as look at you." 
 
      
 
    Michelle reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "Are you hungry? I will go to the kitchen and get you something to eat and some more water." 
 
    "I am a little hungry." 
 
    "I’ll be right back with something you might like." 
 
    "I want one of the guards inside the room with you at all times," I said to Michelle. 
 
    Michelle looked at me and at the demon. 
 
    "I don’t think she’s wanting to hurt any of us. She just wants to go home." 
 
    "I just don’t want you to get hurt. Remember, your uncle will tie me into knots if you get hurt." 
 
    She smiled and turned to the demon. 
 
    "You can lay down on one of those beds and get some rest. I’ll be back soon with something to eat." 
 
    As we left and the door was locked behind us, I couldn’t get the thought of Miles Jordan out of my mind. If he really was the one behind this attack, our world was in for a beating it hadn’t seen the likes of for sixty-five million years — only that time, it wiped out the dinosaurs.
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    I went straight to the infirmary and found Mike talking with Ariel as she was still patching Dean’s shoulder. I leaned in and took a look at the wound. Then I just shook my head. 
 
    "Looks like nothing more than a scratch." 
 
    "Well, sir, it hurts a hell of a lot more than a scratch." 
 
    I patted him on the knee and looked at Ariel. 
 
    "Is he going to live?" 
 
    "Probably," she said, "but I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up." 
 
    "What the hell are you …" he said as he looked back and forth at the two of us. His mouth was hanging open. 
 
    We started laughing and he said, "Oh yeah, making fun of the wounded soldier here." 
 
    "Soldier? If you were a real soldier you wouldn’t have gotten injured," I said. "Look at Mike, not a scratch on him." 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at Mike and noticed he wasn’t smiling or taking part in the kidding around. 
 
    "Did you get any useful information from the demon?" 
 
    I could feel the derision in his voice as he said this. 
 
    "As a matter of fact I did. Once Dean is patched up and sent to his room to get some rest, I want you and Ariel to join me next door in the dining room. See if you can get hold of Randy and have him meet us there." 
 
    I turned to walk away and saw Simon laying on a bed near the back of the infirmary. I walked back to him and saw he was handcuffed to the bed frame. 
 
    "You killed my Calvin," was all he said. 
 
    "Yes, we did. That tends to happen when you kidnap young women against their will and try to keep them as your own property." 
 
    The hate in his eyes could have burned holes right through my head and I decided I didn’t feel like talking to him. I turned and headed for the door and he yelled, "They are demons from hell and your reward will be waiting for you there!" 
 
    I didn’t turn back. I just ignored him and walked out the door. I walked into the dining hall just as Michelle was heading out, with a couple of wrapped sandwiches and a large jug of water and cups. 
 
    "You be careful in there," I said. 
 
    "Sir, I think she just needs a friend right now, more than anything." 
 
    "Just remember, it was a demon that killed your father." 
 
    "Yes, it was, but it wasn’t her and based on what she told us, most of her kind are only killing to stay alive. We need to find a way to stop the killing on both sides." 
 
    I nodded to her and she walked out of the room and headed back to the cell. I found the pot of coffee was hot and it was just what I needed. One of the cooks brought me a roast beef sandwich on a plate and I took it and the coffee and found a table near the far wall. 
 
    About ten minutes later, the others came in and gathered around the table with me. Randy came in near the end and he was joined by Vicki Holcombe. I nodded to her and motioned for her to take a seat. 
 
    I started telling them I didn’t think the demon was dangerous. Then I told them about a man name Jordan, who had brought them to this world and I suspected it was Miles Jordan. When I said his name, Vicki gasped. 
 
    "That monster opened the door between our dimensions?" 
 
    "If it truly is him. I don’t know of any other Jordan that would be capable of doing what she said." 
 
    "And you believe her?" asked Randy. 
 
    "Randy, how would she even know about a man named Jordan if it wasn’t Miles?" 
 
    We were still talking about twenty minutes later when Michelle walked in and came over to sit with us. 
 
    "How is she?" 
 
    "She is sound asleep. She ate one of the sandwiches I took her like she hadn’t seen food in weeks. We talked for a few more minutes, but I could see she was tired and I told her to lay down. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow." 
 
    "Who would have thought?" said Steve. "A demon that eats sandwiches and sleeps on a bed." 
 
    Michelle looked at him and her laser eyes cut right through him. 
 
    "First of all, her name is Chessi and she is only about twelve years old. She is scared to death and thinks we will kill her when we tire of her." 
 
    "Chessi, huh?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes, sir. It took some coaxing, but I learned she does have a father and mother and as far as she knows, they are still in her world. She’s not sure of that, though." 
 
    Mike spoke up, "The way I see it, boss, we’re still very much in the dark. If it was this Miles Jordan, we don’t know what he did or where he did it." 
 
    "Well, we do know that this started in Illinois, if I remember Sergeant Causey correctly." 
 
    "Illinois is a mighty big place, Trev. We’re almost three hundred miles from the middle of that state and over four hundred from Chicago, itself." 
 
    "No chance of using the helicopters to get there?" 
 
    "Sure, the Hueys will get us most of the way there. But it would be a one-way trip. Their range isn’t nearly good enough to get there and back without refueling." 
 
    "I think I can help pinpoint his location," said Vicki. "Before this went down, my dad and his team had received word of the portal and was working on a plan to go in and destroy the lab. Before he had a chance to get the team moving on it, the attacks started." 
 
    "So, this was before the first demon attacks?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes, sir. I didn’t know it was Miles Jordan behind the lab, just that a secret lab had been set up and was going to cause big problems for our world." 
 
    "And I’m guessing you know where the lab is?" 
 
    "It’s in an old warehouse just south of Bloomington." 
 
    "That’s about three hundred miles from here," said Mike. "Still outside the range of a round trip in any helicopter we have." 
 
    "Well, that’s if you look at Carlson. But, Whiteman is only about fifty miles from here. I have to believe they would had even more aircraft over there." 
 
    "Whiteman was home to the B-2 Bomber. Not much use to us," I said. "Unless we’re planning on dropping a nuke on Bloomington." 
 
    "I was there a couple of years ago for some training," said Deb. "At that time they had a couple of V-22s sitting on the pad." 
 
    "V-22s?" 
 
    "Ospreys. Trev, and those would have the range to go to Illinois and back." 
 
    "I’m not checked out on Ospreys," said Mike. 
 
    "I am," said Vicki and Deb at the same time. 
 
    I looked at the two of them and then at Mike. 
 
    "Looks like our Air Force just tripled in size." 
 
    "Okay, it’s getting a bit dark right now," said Mike. "How about we take a hop over there in the morning and see what’s available?" 
 
    "Sounds good to me. Ariel, why don’t you go with Michelle and see if Chessi needs any attention?" 
 
    Michelle saw Ariel tense up when I said that and she reached out and patted her hand. 
 
    "She’s actually a real sweetie. Nothing to worry about." 
 
    About then people started coming into the dining hall for dinner and we broke up our little meeting. Ariel and Michelle left to go check on Chessi and Mike and I went to check on the gun crews at the gate. 
 
    I was still worried about hearing that Miles Jordan might be behind the attacks on our world and wondered what his end game would be. I knew he was a religious fanatic and had preached that the Earth would be better off if we were to just disappear from here. 
 
    I didn’t feel much like eating so I went back to my room and hit the sack. I wanted to get a good night’s sleep and be ready for just about anything tomorrow. 
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    The next morning, after getting myself weaponed up, Deb and Vicki followed me through the gates and headed for the helicopter. Mike had already made his way out and got the engine running and the sound of the blades beating the air was deafening. 
 
    We climbed in and got situated. Randy, Dean and Steve were already in the chopper and I made my way to the co-pilot’s seat and got sat down. 
 
    "Can you believe that shit?" yelled Mike through the earphones of my helmet. 
 
    "What are you pissed about now?" 
 
    "That!" he said, pointing at the windshield in front of him. 
 
    There was a nice, round hole in the plexi right even with his face. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" 
 
    "I’m guessing when we blew the Claymores yesterday, the windshield took a round." 
 
    "Well, hold on then," I said as I unstrapped. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Mike, that round had to go somewhere. I’m just seeing if it hit anything vital." 
 
    "Good plan, boss." 
 
    I moved into the back of the chopper and told everyone what I was looking for. It took about thirty seconds for Steve to find it. He pulled a steel ball bearing out of the padding at the back of the compartment. It looked like it hadn’t done any damage other than a hole in the padding. He handed it to me and I turned and went back to the cockpit. 
 
    "We’re good," I said as I handed the bearing to Mike. 
 
    He looked it over and then stuck it in his shirt pocket. After I got strapped back in, he wasted no time in getting us off the ground and headed to the east. The guards who had walked us to the chopper headed back inside. 
 
    Whiteman was only about fifty miles away and we’d cover that in about twenty minutes. From our vantage point about two hundred feet off the ground, I watched the land pass below us. This part of Missouri had a lot of forest area and quite a few lakes. 
 
    I didn’t see any movement on the ground, but we had come to realize the demons didn’t really care for the daylight hours. They’d go out if they had to, but they preferred the night time hours. Chessi said the bright sun hurt their eyes, but they were getting used to it. 
 
    As we came in over the hills just west of Whiteman, we could see the air base stretch out in front of us. There were various aircraft sitting on the pads. The one that surprised me was the B-2 bomber sitting near the end of the runway. It looked like they had been preparing to take off and didn't. 
 
    I pointed it out to Mike and he nodded. Banking to the left he took us straight to the bomber and set down about fifty yards away. 
 
    As I unstrapped and headed to the back, Deb looked out the window and said, "I'm not checked out on that thing, sir. I'm doubting we could even get inside it." 
 
    "Won't hurt to take a look," I said, smiling at her. 
 
    We jumped down from the chopper and I told Mike to lift off and keep a wary eye out. I didn't want any surprises sneaking up on us. As he lifted off to hover at one hundred feet, we ran to the bomber and ducked underneath. Deb's concerns that we wouldn't be able to get in were quickly laid to rest when we found the hatch open. The ladder had been let down, but only about halfway. It was dark up inside the plane and I couldn't see anything. 
 
    Reaching up, I tried to grasp the bottom of the ladder to pull it down, but it was just out of reach. 
 
    "Allow me, Trev," said Randy as he reached up and easily grabbed the ladder and pulled it down. 
 
    "Show off." 
 
    Deb stepped forward with her pistol at the ready and went to climb the stairs. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" I asked. 
 
    "Sir, you are not going up this ladder first. We have no idea what's up there." 
 
    Dean spoke up, "Well, I don't think you should be going up first, either." 
 
    Vicki said, "This is the 21st century, boys, let the trained soldier do her job." 
 
    Before she was finished talking, Deb was halfway up the ladder and she let out a yelp of surprise when she reached the top. 
 
    "What's up? You okay?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I just found out why the bomber is sitting here." 
 
    She finished climbing up and I followed her, only to be confronted with the head of one of the pilots. It was laying on the deck of the plane, without much left, but its skull. It still wore the helmet of a B-2 bomber pilot and looked like it knew it was one of the baddest pilots on the planet. 
 
    I called back down, "Vicki, you and the others stay down there." 
 
    "Sir, I outrank you and I've never seen the inside of a B-2 before." 
 
    She started climbing and I realized I couldn't stop her if I wanted to. When she reached the top of the ladder and came face-to-face with our pilot, her face dropped. 
 
    "I think I should have stayed down there." 
 
    I yelled back down, "Randy, you and the brothers keep an eye out for anything coming toward us." 
 
    "You got it, Trev." 
 
    I started moving forward, following Deb toward the cockpit and we found the rest of the pilot. He was lying near the back bulkhead of the cockpit. He didn't even get two steps out before being taken down. 
 
    Deb went to step through the open door of the cockpit and I reached out and pulled her back. 
 
    "I'll go first this time." 
 
    She stood aside so I could pass and when I entered the cockpit, it was as bad a scene as any horror movie could show. The command pilot was still strapped into his seat. Well, what was left of him. He had been hacked to pieces and the walls were coated with the dried, black blood of his body. 
 
    Deb stepped in and looked around. After getting over the sight of the pilot, she bent over the control panel in front of him. Nothing was lit up and I didn't hold out any hope there was any power in the batteries. 
 
    I was pleasantly surprised when she flipped a few switches and the console lit up. After the initial boot up sequence she leaned in and read some of the displays. 
 
    "Looks like they were heading where we're trying to get to. Their mission readout says they were to drop a bomb on a warehouse just south of Bloomington." 
 
    "So, we are probably right to guess that the problem started and spread out from there." 
 
    "Looks that way." 
 
    "Alright, well, we're wasting time here. Neither one of you can fly this beast and we need to find those Osprey's." 
 
    "What I don't get, sir, is why or how did the demons get inside this plane? They were obviously configured for takeoff. So they would have been buttoned up tighter than Fort Knox." 
 
    "If I was to guess, I’d say the demon was already on the plane when they rolled out of the hanger." 
 
    Deb stepped over and flipped the switches off on the consoles and we headed back out of the cockpit and back to the hatch. Vicki stopped and looked toward the back of the plane and stepped back there. 
 
    "What do you see, Vicki." 
 
    She held up a hand and waved me and Deb back there. She pointed to two bombs, sitting in their cradles. 
 
    "Nukes?" I asked. 
 
    She nodded, without saying a word. 
 
    "They were going to drop the power of God on Bloomington," said Deb. 
 
    I reached out and ran a hand over the tip of one of the bombs. So much power sitting there under my hands and nothing we could do to use it in our fight. 
 
    After we climbed back down, we moved away from the bomber and motioned for Mike to pick us up. He landed and we climbed on board. 
 
    "Anything interesting?" he asked. 
 
    "Just the usual, two dead pilots and two hot nukes." 
 
    "Rock and roll," he said as he banked the chopper back toward the hanger section of the base. 
 
    In seconds we found what we were looking for. Half a dozen Ospreys were parked at the north end of the pad and there was even a couple of fuel trucks parked near them. 
 
    We overflew the area a couple of times to see if anything jumped out, but it was as quiet as a cemetery on Halloween night. And just as scary.  
 
    Mike set us down about fifty yards in front of the center of the flight line and we all bailed out. Mike lifted off again to fly overwatch. 
 
    Moving toward the aircraft we kept seeing large stains on the pavement and it became clear it was what was left of the crews and pilots for these aircraft. Either the demons had carted their bodies off or the animals in the area did. 
 
    Deb and Vicki separated and headed for two different helicopters, with Dean and Steve splitting up to go with them. 
 
    It took less than five minutes for each team to report the Osprey's had been fully fueled and were ready to go. 
 
    "Which one do you think we should take?" I asked." 
 
    Vicki came back with, "Why not take both of them?" 
 
    "Neither one of you need a co-pilot?" 
 
    "We'll manage, sir," said Deb. "Get strapped in, Steve!" 
 
    I moved away from the aircraft just as they started spinning up their rotors. It only took them five minutes to check the engines and systems before they were ready to lift off. I heard Vicki call out to Deb to follow her and they lifted off the ground and got themselves stabilized in the air. 
 
    I motioned for Mike to pick up Randy and me and while we waited for him to land, Randy pointed to the fuel truck. 
 
    "Might come in handy back at the caverns, Trev." 
 
    "And who's going to drive it?" 
 
    Randy just smiled at me. 
 
    "That's about fifty miles of roads we have no idea of. If you get hurt, Michelle is going to kill me." 
 
    "Well then, you better not let me get hurt," he said as he turned and started running toward the truck. 
 
    As I climbed into the co-pilot seat, Mike gave me a "what the hell is he doing " look. 
 
    "I guess he figures we need the fuel." 
 
    "Well, yeah, but that's a hell of a long way to drive on the ground." 
 
    "I guess we're providing air cover for him." 
 
    "Okay," he said as he shook his head. 
 
    Randy had gotten the truck started and was heading for a gate at the edge of the runway. It was locked, but that didn't mean anything to Randy. He crashed right  through it. 
 
    "The man has no respect for government property," said Mike. 
 
    I heard Deb laugh in the headphones. 
 
    "Okay, you two ladies head back to the caverns and we'll provide a little cover for Randy." 
 
    "Actually sir," said Vicki, "I think we'd be better off providing that cover." 
 
    "Why is that? And are you going to continue to tell me you outrank me?" 
 
    "No, sir. I'm done with that. You're the boss. I'm only saying that I am fully loaded with weapons and I'm assuming Deb is, too." 
 
    "That I am," said Deb. "Enough ordnance to fight the next world war. These planes were loaded for battle, sir" 
 
    "Alright, let's keep an eye on Randy and get him home safe." 
 
    "You're just scared of Michelle," said Deb. 
 
    "As scared of any sixteen year old girl as I can be." 
 
    I heard a couple of ladies laughing in my ears as we took up positions over the speeding fuel truck. The next hour was spent hoping he wouldn’t meet any of our demon friends on the way back to the caverns. 
 
    He didn't. The trip back was uneventful. 
 
    Which is more than I can say about life at the caverns. 
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    As we landed and climbed out of the aircraft, we followed Randy as he pulled toward the gates and they began to swing open. Before we even reached the gates we could hear the commotion. It sounded like a bunch of demons had gotten inside and there was a lot of yelling and screaming. 
 
    What we found when we ran through the gates was a fairly large crowd gathered around the dining hall and they were clearly upset about something inside there. 
 
    Randy pulled up right behind the crowd and blasted his horn. In the tight confines of the caverns, the sound of that horn was enough to melt the skin off your bones.  
 
    The crowd quieted down immediately as they turned and saw the large, fuel truck growling at them. The rest of us ran around the truck and were confronted with one angry mob. 
 
    "What the hell is going on here?" 
 
    "She brought that … thing into the dining hall." 
 
    "Move aside!" I yelled at them. 
 
    It took no time for them to make a hole for me and Mike to pass through. I think Randy leading us through had something to do with that. 
 
    When we walked into the dining hall I found one very scared demon girl and one very defiant human woman. There was a couple of young men standing face-to-face with them and both of them had bloody noses. 
 
    Michelle had a pistol in her hand, but she wasn't pointing it at anyone. It appeared she was quite ready to do so if needed be. 
 
    "What happened to you two?" I asked the men, knowing in my heart what had happened. 
 
    "She hit me when we tried to take the demon," said one of them. 
 
    "And the demon punched me when I hit Michelle," said the other guy. 
 
    Randy stepped in front of the guy and looked at him. 
 
    "You hit Michelle?" 
 
    I don't know that I've seen a man shrink in size before that moment. 
 
    "She was beating on Todd," he squeaked out. 
 
    Randy's hand lashed out and he grabbed the guy by the nose, which brought a howl of pain. Obviously the nose was broken and Randy was prepared to rip it right off. 
 
    He looked into the guy's eyes and growled, "I guess you won't be making that mistake again, will you?" 
 
    The man tried to shake his head, but the pain from Randy's grip caused him to grow very weak in the knees. When he was released, the man fell into one of the nearby chairs. 
 
    Todd, who was a bit taller than me stood up to Randy. 
 
    "She shouldn't have brought that thing into this dining hall." 
 
    "I'll give you exactly two seconds to back off before I knock you over the tables," said Randy. 
 
    "What, are you a demon lover now, Randy?" 
 
    It happened so fast I couldn't have stopped it if I tried, or wanted to. Randy's crashing right hand sent Todd flying across a table and into the chairs on the other side. 
 
    "Alright Randy, you've said your piece," I said. 
 
    Todd tried to get up, bit it was quite obvious he wasn't going to be walking straight for a little while. A couple of women came forward and helped him and the other guy up and out of the dining hall. 
 
    Randy looked at Michelle and asked, "Are you okay? He said he hit you." 
 
    "Oh please, he hits like a girl." 
 
    "Obviously not a girl like you," said Deb. 
 
    "Okay, now would you like to explain why you brought her out here?" I asked. 
 
    "I don't think it's right to keep her locked up like that." 
 
    "Michelle! I wanted her to stay locked up because I knew something like this was going to happen!" 
 
    I looked at Chessi, who was still cowering against the wall. I motioned for her to come over and she did. She walked right up to me and I put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Chessi, but some here are not going to be happy with you here." 
 
    "Are you going to kill me?" 
 
    "Good God, no. I would never let that happen to you." 
 
    I looked back at the doorway to the dining hall and saw the crowd still blocking the way out. This had to end and it had to end now. 
 
    I turned to Michelle and said, "Take her over there." I was pointing to the far end of the dining hall, near the kitchen. I motioned for Dean and Steve to go with them with their weapons still locked and loaded. 
 
    Then I turned to the doorway and looked at the crowd. I could see a few faces were beginning to wonder if they had made a mistake in making me the leader of the community. I had been the outsider, but quickly proved myself to them when I relieved Simon and his son of their command in the caverns. That was something that needed to be done. 
 
    But now, I had brought one of the enemy demons into their midst and it was still alive, something they very much wanted to change. 
 
    "Alright, listen up," I said. "I want all of you to come in and take a seat. We have some talking to do and get some things straightened out." 
 
    It took a few seconds, but the crowd began to filter into the room and filling the chairs. One thing I noticed was the back chairs were going first, as if no one wanted to be up front and closer to the demon. I couldn't blame them, but I hoped to be able to change their perspectives of this one demon child. 
 
    I was amazed at how quietly everyone came into the room. Usually with a crowd this large you would expect a bit of talking and such, but this group moved in and sat down without a single word. 
 
    "First off, I want to say I understand your fears. I know that almost everyone in this room has lost someone to the demon attacks and to be fearful of them, well, that's something I guess I can understand." 
 
    I looked around the room and could see most were listening to me, but a few were still focused on the dark skinned demon that cowered behind Michelle. I figured the best way to do this was to hit it head on. 
 
    I turned and motioned for Chessi to come to me. It was obvious she didn't want to as she looked at all the humans that were between her and the door. 
 
    "Come on, Chessi. It's okay," I said. 
 
    Michelle moved to the side and put an arm around her shoulders and eased her forward. I heard her lean in and whisper to the demon child, "I won't leave you." 
 
    When they reached my side, Michelle stepped behind her and put her arms around her shoulders and hugged her close. 
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to introduce you to Chessi. She is the first, live demon I have come in contact with." 
 
    "Korlani." 
 
    I turned and looked at her. 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "You keep calling us demons. We are the Korlani." 
 
    I smiled at her and turned back to the group. 
 
    "I stand corrected. This is Chessi and she is the first, live Korlani I have come in contact with. And after having spoken with her, I would say it is time to stop referring to her and her people as demons. They are not demons." 
 
    "What are they, then? I mean, listen to her voice. It sounds like the voice of a demon," asked a lady in the third row. 
 
    "Susan, they are inhabitants of another dimension or another world. Most of them were brought here against their will and told they were to fight and kill all the humans they came in contact with. And as for her voice, I’m sure we sound just as strange to her." 
 
    "Against their will?" asked a man further back. 
 
    "Yes, Ted, against their will. What we are coming to understand is they were brought here through a portal that was constructed by Miles Jordan." 
 
    At the mention of that name, a ripple of disbelief moved through the room. 
 
    "That monster brought them here?" asked Susan. "He has always said it was time to bring about the end of the world. He's always wanted to cause the apocalypse." 
 
    "Yes, he has said that and it seems he may have figured out a way to make it happen." 
 
    "Be that as it may," said another man, "these demons have come here and are killing us without mercy." 
 
    "Korlani." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "They are the Korlani, not demons," I said. 
 
    "Look, I don't care what you call them. You can call them gremlins for all I care. That doesn't change the fact that we need to wipe them out before they kill all of us." 
 
    I could feel Chessi tense up next to me and I reached out and patted her on the shoulder. She looked up at me with her red eyes and I could tell she was afraid of what might happen to her. 
 
    "I never killed anyone," she said softly to me. 
 
    I smiled at her and had her step in front of me as I put my hands on her shoulders. 
 
    "Let me start this again," I said. "This is Chessi. She is a twelve year old girl of the Korlani people. She has never killed even one human. She wants nothing more than for this fighting to stop and to be able to go home. A home she was forcibly ripped away from and brought here." 
 
    I could see people were looking at her and there was a noticeable softening of faces as they looked at this child. Even though she had the claws of a Korlani, she began to look more like a child to most of them. 
 
    "Where are her parents?" asked Susan. 
 
    "That I don't know. Did they come through the portal with you, Chessi?" 
 
    I could feel her take a deep breath and then she shrugged my hands off her shoulders. 
 
    "As has already been said, my name is Chessi of the Korlani. What your leader, Trev or Michelle don't know, is that my parents are the king and queen of our people. When the portal was opened, the guards took my parents to a safe place to protect them, but I was separated from them. I got lost in the crowd that was led to the portal and I ended up coming through. I tried to go back, but was prevented by some of my own." 
 
    "Some of your own stopped you?" asked Susan. 
 
    "Yes. There is a small group of my people that have listened to this Jordan man and they see this world as something we should take. Most of our people do not agree with them, but if anyone speaks out about it, they are quickly killed. It seems most of our soldiers agree with taking this world. This is why the portal must be destroyed." 
 
    "Wait," asked Ted, "are you saying the portal is still open?" 
 
    Chessi just nodded. 
 
    I told the group about the B-2 bomber sitting on the runway of Whiteman and where they had been headed before the pilots were killed. 
 
    "Well, then we need to get that bomber in the air and bomb the crap out of that building." 
 
    "Can you fly a B-2, Ted?" 
 
    "Well, no." 
 
    "Neither can I and neither can anyone else here that I know of." 
 
    Vicki spoke up and said, "Deb and I could probably get it off the ground, but it's a moot point." 
 
    "Why's that?" asked Ted. 
 
    "Because neither one of us would have the arming codes for the nukes and have absolutely no way of getting them. We'd be dropping bombs that would never go off. Which is fine by me because I'd like to think dropping nukes should be a last resort." 
 
    "Okay," I said, "let's shelve the bombing idea for the time being. What we came in here to discuss is the presence of Chessi in the caverns. I do not want to send her back out there, especially now that we know she is actually the princess of the Korlani." 
 
    "Princess?" she said looking up at me. 
 
    "Your mother and father are the queen and king of the Korlani. That makes you the princess of your people." 
 
    I wasn't sure, but I thought I saw her eyes light up even more and a small smile crossed her lips. This was something she may never have considered. 
 
    "What we need to do is find a way to get to the portal and closing it, preferably without the use of nukes. But, for the time being, Chessi is going to stay here with us and I want each and every one of you to forget what you know about what's happened since that portal was opened. She didn't do it and she isn't a threat to any of us." 
 
    "How can you be sure of that?" asked another woman. 
 
    I hesitated and Michelle stepped forward. 
 
    "I am sure of that. I have spent more time with Chessi than anyone here and I can tell you this, she and I have become friends. She doesn’t want to hurt anyone and I think if we listen to her, we can find a way to end this war with her people." 
 
    I leaned over and whispered in Michelle’s ear. 
 
    "I think if we found her some clothes that looked more like ours people would start to relax a little more around her." 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing. I’m also going to see if she knows what a shower is." 
 
    I looked back at the group. 
 
    "Folks, that’s all I have. We need to welcome her into this community and as Michelle said, we just might find a way to end this conflict with the Korlani. I’m sure that’s something all of us would like." 
 
    After a few seconds people started getting up and taking one last look at the Korlani child and then filing out of the dining hall. Susan stepped forward and looked down at Chessi. She had a look on her face I couldn’t read, but then she reached out her hand and said, "My name is Susan." 
 
    Chessi smiled and held out her hand, but it was claws and she wasn’t sure what she should do. Susan reached and took hold of her claws and shook her hand. 
 
    "If you need anything, you can come talk to me. I am the teacher here in the caverns." 
 
    "Teacher?" 
 
    "Yes, I teach the young ones that live here in the caverns. Don’t you have teachers in your world?" 
 
    "Yes. We call them skatori and they are most revered." 
 
    Susan laughed and said, "I like you already." 
 
    Susan turned and headed out the door and left just the handful of us. 
 
    Dean said, "If she isn’t going back into the cell, I think we need to assign at least one guard to be with her at all times to protect her. I trust most of the people here to leave her alone, but there are still going to be some headcases that won’t see it our way." 
 
    I agreed with him and asked him to take charge of that. We sat down around one of the tables, with Chessi taking a seat between me and  Michelle. 
 
    Randy looked across the table at Michelle and said, "So, you’ve found a new friend, have you?" 
 
    He had a big grin on his face that disappeared when Michelle said, "Not just a friend. A roommate." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "She is not going to stay in that cell any longer. Our place is plenty big and there’s more than enough room for her to stay with us." 
 
    Randy looked at me and I just put up my hands. 
 
    He said, "Before all this happened, I was just a single guy, living on my little piece of dirt about ten miles from here and enjoying life. Now, I have two teenage girls under my roof." 
 
    I laughed and all I could say was, "I feel your pain, buddy." 
 
    Michelle and Chessi locked arms and just looked at him. They were both trying to keep from laughing. 
 
    "Okay," said Mike, "what are we going to do about that portal?" 
 
    "The way I see it, we have a major problem with just going in a blowing it up." 
 
    I looked down at Chessi and she bit her lip. She knew exactly what I was talking about. 
 
    "If you blow it up, I can’t go home and neither can the others that are already here." 
 
    I nodded and looked back at Mike. 
 
    "So, we need to find a way to take the portal," he said. "I may be Special Forces and Dean and Steve here are fine soldiers, but that’s about the extent of our military might." 
 
    "Not really," said Vicki. "You have me and the other two that you rescued the other day. We are also trained soldiers." 
 
    "Okay, that gives us six. Not exactly an army." 
 
    I looked at Vicki and Deb and asked, "Are the Ospreys ready for a long flight to Bloomington? We can’t make any plans about what to do with the portal until we get a look at the area." 
 
    "Mine had almost a full load of fuel and its guns were fully armed." 
 
    Deb spoke up and said hers was the same. 
 
    "We’re looking at about a six hundred mile round trip," I said. "Any problems with that?" 
 
    "Shouldn’t be. Should have enough fuel for almost eight hundred miles," said Deb. 
 
    "Okay, I’d say tomorrow after breakfast we go. We just take one of the Ospreys, so you two ladies will be our pilots. Mike and I will be door gunners if it comes to that." 
 
    "The Opsreys have a very nice Gatling gun in the noses," said Deb, "and mine had a ramp gun." 
 
    "A ramp gun?" 
 
    Mike smiled and said, "Oh yeah, a rear facing gun on the loading ramp. It’s a real crowd pleaser." 
 
    "I’d like to go," said Michelle. 
 
    "Absolutely not!" said Randy. 
 
    "No Michelle," I said, "you’re not going. Not this time anyway. I think for the time being, this will just be the four of us. We’re only going to take a look, nothing more." 
 
    "You don’t want me going either?" asked Randy. 
 
    "No, Randy. I want you staying here and trying to keep things under control. There is no one else here that I trust with that." 
 
    Michelle stamped her foot under the table. 
 
    "Okay, one of two people I trust with this. Of course, I’m afraid I’ll come back to a few more broken noses if I leave Michelle in charge." 
 
    It was great to hear Chessi giggle at that. 
 
  
 
  


 
    6 
 
      
 
    Watching the two ladies work together in the cockpit made me feel a bit unneeded, so I went back and found Mike was checking the ramp gun at the back of the plane. 
 
    "With any luck we won’t need to use this," I yelled over the sound of the engines and wind rushing by. 
 
    "Look, Trev. I know we’ve all found out Chessi is a lovable, little Korlani, but the truth is, we may not get rid of the Korlani threat without fighting them." 
 
    "I know that, Mike. I just feel like we need to change the plan a little and hope to get them to go home peacefully." 
 
    "I guess we have to have our dreams." 
 
    I heard Vicki in our headsets that we were about twenty minutes out from the building we were looking for. I made sure my harness was securely hooked to the sidewall and laid down on the ramp. I was able to move to a position where I could see around the edge of the aircraft and get a bit of a forward view, but mostly I could see down below us. 
 
    A few minutes later we crested a tree-covered hill and dropped down low. I could almost count the leaves on the trees passing below us. 
 
    "Do we really need to be this low?" I yelled into the mic. 
 
    "Sorry, sir. It’s been awhile since either one of us have been on anything resembling a combat run!" 
 
    We started lifting higher in the air until we were about five hundred feet above the ground. That gave me a little better view of the ground below and what lay ahead of us. 
 
    "Lab building dead ahead, sir!" 
 
    I wasn’t getting the view I wanted and jumped up. I unclipped and headed for the cockpit. I stepped to the door on the right side of the aircraft and opened the hatch and was able to look out and get a much better view. 
 
    "Put the building on our right side so I can get a good look at it!" 
 
    The Osprey banked to the left and then straightened out, giving me a good look at the building. It was a low, single story building in the middle of an open field. It had parking lots on two sides and there were a few dozen cars down there. The cars looked like they hadn’t moved in months. Probably the cars of the lab workers that were there when the Korlani came through the portal. 
 
    Other than the cars, we saw no sign of life on the ground. I could see a large door open on the side of the building and had the ladies move the Osprey to a point in front of the door and then come down in altitude. I wanted to get a look inside. I didn’t think there would be much to see, but I wanted to take the chance. 
 
    Looking through a pair of binoculars, I was able to see exactly what I was looking for. The portal was a ring that was lit up along the edges. Being lit up like that showed me it was still powered up and open. 
 
    As we hovered, I heard Deb yell something and I saw a couple of Korlani come running around the corner of the building and head straight for us. 
 
    "Take us up, ladies!" 
 
    We rose quickly into the air and leveled out at a couple hundred feet. I looked down and saw the Korlani had stopped and were looking at us. Neither one had the usual blade and they were making no threatening gestures toward us. I couldn’t understand what they were thinking. 
 
    Then, three more Korlani came around the building and headed for the first two, who took off running.  
 
    "Aw shit!" I yelled as I unhooked my comms cable and moved back to the ramp. 
 
    "Ladies, put us in front of the first two, where Mike and I can see them from the ramp." 
 
    The aircraft wheeled around in the sky and drove forward, passing over the heads of the five Korlani. I called for Vicki to slow down and I looked down at the figures on the ground. 
 
    It was obvious the two in front were trying to get away from the three pursuers. They waved in such a way  that is seemed they were begging for our help. 
 
    "Mike, put a couple of rounds in front of the three chasers!" 
 
    "You don’t want me to just take them down?" 
 
    "Not yet!" 
 
    He lined up his sights and pressed the trigger and five 50-cal rounds spit from the barrel of the ramp gun. I could see the rounds impact the ground about ten yards in front of the pursuers and they stopped chasing immediately. 
 
    The other two ran even faster, putting a lot of distance between themselves and the others. 
 
    "Deb, is there a place to land in front of us for a quick touch and go?" 
 
    "Yes, sir, in a couple hundred yards!" 
 
    "Put us down, but keep the engines ready to lift off at a seconds notice!" 
 
    "Are we really going to stop for them?" asked Mike. 
 
    "Yes we are, but you be ready to put them down if my instincts prove to be very wrong." 
 
    "Oh, I’ll be ready!" 
 
    As our wheels hit the ground, I jumped off the ramp and moved about fifty feet clear of the Osprey and waited. Within seconds the two Korlani came crashing through the tree line and made a beeline straight for us. I was really beginning to question my actions when I saw the speed they were moving with. 
 
    I raised my weapon and pointed it right at them and told them to stop when they were about twenty yards from me. They skidded to a stop. They were one male and one female Korlani. 
 
    "What are your intentions?" I yelled at them. 
 
    "We must get away from those that chase us! Our mission is to try and stop this conflict!" 
 
    I kept my weapon trained on them and could feel in my bones they weren’t there to do us harm. 
 
    "If I let you on this aircraft and you make me look bad, I will command the pilots to crash it and kill us all!" 
 
    "We mean you no harm!" 
 
    "Trev! Move it!" 
 
    I looked past the two Korlani and saw the other three coming through the trees and heading our way. 
 
    "Get on the plane!" I yelled at the two and waved them past me. 
 
    As they moved to the plane I could see the other three had cut the distance by half and I ran to jump on the ramp behind the first two. 
 
    "Sit down over there!" I said pointing to the seats along the sides of the aircraft. They didn’t have to be told twice. 
 
    "Let’s go, ladies!" 
 
    As they lifted off, Mike fired at the ground in front of the three advancing Korlani, but they didn’t seem to get the message. He fired again and we were still pretty low. 
 
    "They will kill us all!" yelled one of the Korlani behind us. 
 
    I didn’t want to do it, but I yelled, "Take them down, Mike." 
 
    He didn’t hesitate to strafe them with the 50-cal machine gun, turning them into tumbling carcasses on the ground. 
 
    "Why did you hesitate to kill them?" asked one of the Korlani. 
 
    "Because we met a young Korlani girl, who has told us that not all of you want to kill us or even be here." 
 
    "Who is this Korlani?" 
 
    "Her name is Chessi." 
 
    At the sound of her name, one looked at the other and they smiled at each other. 
 
    "She lives, Miarta!" 
 
  
 
  


 
    7 
 
      
 
    When we landed back at the caverns, I could tell Mike was not a happy camper. He made sure to keep his weapon on the two Korlani every inch of the way from the Osprey to the gate. 
 
    As we walked to the gate I was happy we had cleared all the dead Korlani away from the entrance. Not happy about the fact we had dumped them in a mass grave just across the road, but it seemed like a good idea at the time. 
 
    Dean and Steve stepped through the gates and Mike turned the guarding of the Korlani over to them and walked through the gate without another word. I just shook my head as I watched him go, 
 
    I turned to Deb and asked her to find Michelle and Chessi and have them come out to the gate. She took off at a run to locate them, while Vicki, the brothers and I stayed with the two guests. 
 
    "So how did we come by these two, sir?" asked Dean. 
 
    "Rescue mission," was all I said. 
 
    It took a couple of minutes, but Michelle came walking to the gate and I could see Chessi was hiding behind her, not sure why she had been called to the gate. I could also tell Chessi had been introduce to the concept of a shower and was wearing some human clothes. Obviously they had found some military fatigues that fit her. 
 
    When Michelle stepped through the gate and saw the two Korlani she gasped and stopped dead in her tracks, with Chessi running into the back of her. 
 
    "Chessi," I said, "I'd like you to tell me a little about these two." 
 
    She looked up at me with a question on her face and then she peered around Michelle. That's all it took. 
 
    "Miarta!" 
 
    She flew into the female Korlani's arms and I could tell she was quite happy to see them. She looked at the other Korlani. She said something in their native tongue and I had to ask her to speak in English for the time being. 
 
    "I just asked Jinzi if mama and papa were here?" 
 
    "Sadly, little one," said Jinzi, "they are still in hiding." 
 
    "But, they are still safe?" 
 
    "As far as we know." 
 
    Chessi stepped back from Miarta and looked at me. 
 
    "This is my mother's sister, Miarta and this is her mate, Jinzi. They are good Korlani and will help us end this war." 
 
    I looked her in the eyes and asked, "You're saying it's safe to let them inside?" 
 
    "Yes, sir, I am." 
 
    I looked at the two of them and they could tell I was having a bit of doubt about this. Jinzi stepped forward and held out his hand, which I took without hesitation. 
 
    "Chessi speaks the truth. We want to end this war just as much as you do. From your perspective here, it is taking a massive toll on your people. I can assure you it is also destroying our own world and people." 
 
    I looked him in the eyes and even though they were glowing red orbs, I could tell they spoke the truth. 
 
    "Well then, let's get inside and sit down and talk." 
 
    We ushered them through the gates and had them closed and secured behind us. As we walked to the dining hall, I could see the fear on the faces of the people we passed. It got even worse as we walked into the dining hall, which was about half full with the lunch time crowd. A couple of the ladies shrieked and some kids started crying and huddling into their parent's arms. 
 
    I pointed the Korlani to a couple of chairs in the corner where they would have their backs to the wall. I looked at the brothers. 
 
    "Are you good at keeping these two safe or should I find someone else?" 
 
    "Sir," said Dean, "if they are here to help us stop this war, then I am here to make sure they stay safe." 
 
    Steve agreed with that. 
 
    Michelle went to the kitchen to get some water and a few things to eat and Chessi went with her. It wasn't hard to notice the people in the dining hall starting to file out, wanting to get away from the full grown Korlani. Only a few chose to stay. 
 
    After a minute, Michelle and her shadow came back with jugs of water and sandwiches. As they put the food and water on the table, Miarta looked at Chessi. 
 
    "Child, what are you wearing?" 
 
    Chessi looked down and then said, "These are pants and this is a shirt. Michelle helped me find some that fit me." 
 
    "Probably not wise to let your mother see you wearing those." 
 
    Michelle sat down next to me and Chessi sat down next to her, which surprised the other two Korlani, but they didn't say anything. About that time Ariel and Deb came walking in and sat down with us. Randy followed a few seconds later. When the Korlani saw him I could tell they were amazed at his size. 
 
    "I can see why Mike is in a foul mood," said Ariel. 
 
    "He'll have to get over it," I said. 
 
    "Easier said than done, but I'll see what I can do." 
 
    Randy took up a position directly behind me and again, I could tell without turning around, he had his arms crossed over his chest and was just staring at the two. 
 
    "Randy." 
 
    "Yes, Trev." 
 
    "Have a seat." 
 
    After he pulled a chair over and sat down behind Michelle, it was time to begin. 
 
    "First of all, I'd like to welcome you here. Though I do not speak for the entire world, or for this country for that matter, I'd like to hear what you have to say and see if there is any way for us to bring about the end of hostilities between our people." 
 
    "That would be our hope, as well," said Miarta. 
 
    I nodded at her and looked at Jinzi. 
 
    "Don't look at me," he said. "She's the boss here." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yes, in our world she is the sister of the queen and is one of our ministers. As such, she is empowered to act in the queen's name." 
 
    "Very well then," I said, making a note to myself to address Miarta with all relevant discussion. 
 
    For the next hour we found out more about their world and how they had been brought to this one. Jordan had opened the portal and was able to make a deal with some rogue military agents among the Korlani. In doing so, they tricked the others into coming here and then forced them into fighting against the humans and as Chessi had said, anyone that didn't do as they were told were killed immediately. 
 
    About halfway through our discussions, Mike came in and sat down behind me. I turned and looked over my shoulder at him. 
 
    "Sorry, boss. I should have been here earlier." 
 
    I turned back around and looked at the two across from me. 
 
    "Seems to me that we need to close that portal. With it open, the Korlani keep coming through and this war never ends. We may have to destroy it." 
 
    Jinzi looked at me and shook his head. 
 
    "If you destroy it, we won’t be able to go home. We will be stuck here in this world. Most of us could learn to live peacefully with you, but there are some that won’t stop fighting until they are killed." 
 
    "Power." 
 
    I turned and looked at Mike again. 
 
    "What about it?" 
 
    He looked at me and said, "That building has to have a power supply. It has to be coming from somewhere. If we could find that power station and knock it out, the portal loses power. In theory, it won’t be destroyed, just powered down." 
 
    "Once we figure out how to take the building, we could re-power the portal and send the Korlani home." 
 
    Mike nodded and said, "But, where is he getting the power from?" 
 
    "And what if he has a backup?" 
 
    "That, too." 
 
    I sat for a moment, thinking about the need for power to run the portal. 
 
    "Okay," I said, "we need to take another flight and scout the area around the building. We need to see if there is a power substation nearby." 
 
    "Good," said Michelle, "I get to go this time." 
 
    I looked at her and said, "What is it with you?" 
 
    "I’ve never been in a plane before." 
 
    I looked at Deb and Vicki, hoping for some support. 
 
    "What’s the problem, sir?" asked Deb. "We’re not going to set down. We’re only going to look." 
 
    Chessi hugged Michelle’s arm a little tighter. 
 
    "Oh, and Chessi wants to go, too." 
 
    "Absolutely not!" 
 
    I heard Miarta laugh. 
 
    "She was just as big a problem in our world. Always wanting to go places and see things." 
 
    "You have no choice," said Michelle. 
 
    "Oh really? I have every choice in the world, including locking the two of you up in the cell until we’re gone." 
 
    Michelle just sat there with a stone cold look on her face. I just knew that my life would be miserable if I didn’t let her go. 
 
    "We leave here tomorrow right after breakfast. If you’re late, you stay here." 
 
    "We won’t be late," said Chessi. 
 
    I looked at Miarta and said, "I just know I’m going to regret this." 
 
    She smiled and nodded. 
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    The rotors were turning at eight in the morning and there were two young ladies sitting in the seats on the Osprey. They were standing at the gates at seven, taking no chances that they would be left behind. 
 
    Dean and Steve had drawn guard duty over Jinzi and Miarta. They were placed in the cell, but the door was not locked. When it was explained to be more for their protection than anything, they didn’t argue at all. The people of the cavern were still a bit wary about having them inside. 
 
    As we lifted off, Chessi yelped and clung to Michelle’s arm. I smiled at her as I walked by, heading for the cockpit. 
 
    I heard Chessi say, "He isn’t scared to be way up in this craft?" 
 
    "No Chessi, he’s an astronaut." 
 
    "What’s that?" 
 
    "Before all this happened, he was flying around the Earth on a space station. He was about 250 miles above our heads." 
 
    "Really? There’s something out there?" 
 
    "Chessi, space goes on forever. This is just one tiny spot in the universe. As a matter of fact, you may be from another spot somewhere else in the universe." 
 
    "I don’t understand." 
 
    "I’ll show you what I know about space when we get back." 
 
    I moved into the cockpit and stood between the two ladies and looked out the front windscreen.  
 
    "Any idea on what we’ll do if we identify the power station, sir?" asked Deb. 
 
    "Right now, we’re just on a recon mission. The more we know about the place the better. Once we identify it, we can make better plans to take it out." 
 
    "Might as well sit down, sir. We have about an hour before we get there." 
 
    Moving back into the cargo area, I sat down in a seat across from the two girls. 
 
    "Were you really up there?" asked Chessi, pointing straight up. 
 
    "Yes, I was, Chessi." 
 
    "What can you see from up there?" 
 
    I smiled and said, "You can see everything." 
 
    "I wish I could see that," she said. 
 
    "Someday, maybe you will." 
 
      
 
    We came in high over the lab building and we could see some activity. There were about a dozen Korlani near the open bay door of the lab and we could see the portal through the door. It was still operative and we could see Korlani moving through the portal in both directions. 
 
    One thing I did notice was there were no humans anywhere near the building. If Miles Jordan had opened this portal, I would have expected him and his team to be in the area of the portal. They were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Coming off the back side of the building were high tension power cables, running to the north and I had the ladies follow the wires. 
 
    It didn't take long to locate the nearest power substation to the lab building. Less than half a mile to the north and a large set of transmission wires leading to the lab. I looked for any kind of security around the substation, but didn't see any. 
 
    I told the ladies to put the substation off our ramp so Mike could get a look at it. They swung the Osprey around and that gave him a good, clear look at the facility. 
 
    "What do you think, Mike?" 
 
    He looked down a few more seconds and then said, "I think we could close that portal right here, right now." 
 
    I checked the substation one more time and asked the ladies what they thought. Michelle was standing at the open hatch on the side of the Osprey and Chessi was crowded in front of her, looking at it. 
 
    The ladies agreed with Mike, that closing the portal would be the best thing to do. 
 
    "Back to the lab. Let's take one more look before we blow this substation to hell." 
 
    We drifted back to the lab and hovered near the parking lot outside the open door. A couple dozen Korlani were gathered in a group in the middle of the parking lot and there were half a dozen that looked like they were standing guard over the larger group. 
 
    The large group was dressed in the usual dark robes we had been seeing with a handful of them wearing military style uniforms. The ones guarding the larger group were all dressed in military gear. 
 
    "Mike, can you see this?" 
 
    "Yes, boss. Looks to me like some rebels are being rounded up."  
 
    The Korlani looked up at us, but none of them made any threatening gestures toward us. We could still see into the lab and Korlani were still moving through the portal, but it became obvious, some of the Korlani were being led back through the portal at gun point. 
 
    As we hovered over the parking lot, a large Korlani male walked out of the lab toward the group. 
 
    Then, all hell broke loose behind me.  
 
    Chessi started screaming something I couldn't understand. I looked around the bulkhead and she was bouncing up and down on her feet, screaming at someone on the ground. Moving up behind Michelle, I looked over their shoulders and could see the large Korlani stop and stare up at us. 
 
    "Go down!" yelled Chessi. "Go down!" 
 
    I couldn't say why, but I went ahead and told the ladies to put us down about a hundred yards away from the group, but keep the rotors hot in case we needed to leave. Without me asking, they turned the bird around so that Mike was facing the group with his machine gun. 
 
    Before the Osprey touched the ground, Chessi bolted down the ramp before Mike or I could grab her and jumped the three or four feet to the ground. Without missing a step, she ran directly at the group, screaming something at the top of her lungs. 
 
    The large Korlani male I had seen come out of the building stepped through the group and stopped, watching this Korlani child run at him. Mike and I could do nothing, but watch. I felt Michelle's presence as she stepped next to me. 
 
    "Any idea what she's saying, Michelle?" 
 
    "Not a freakin' clue. She just saw him and went crazy." 
 
    We watched as the gap closed and the male began running at her and we were all surprised when she threw herself into his arms. He picked her up off the ground in a bear hug and it became obvious that this was probably her father. 
 
    I stepped down off the ramp and stood at the full extent of the comms cable to my helmet. Michelle stepped down next to me and pressed up against me. 
 
    "Are we sitting ducks or what?'" she asked. 
 
    "I don't think so." 
 
    After a few seconds, the Korlani male looked toward us and asked Chessi something. She whispered something in his ear and he looked at us, sizing us up. Then he started walking toward us, carrying Chessi sitting on one of his massive arms. A couple of the guards ran and took of positions behind him as he walked. 
 
    "Ladies, I think you can ease up on the rotors. Keep the engines running, but relax a bit." 
 
    I took off my helmet as I heard the engines throttle back. I handed the helmet to Michelle and started walking toward the group. 
 
    "Oh to hell with this," said Michelle as she dropped the helmet on the ramp and hurried to catch up to me. 
 
    "I guess it would be pointless to ask you to stay near the plane." 
 
    "You got it, sir." 
 
    We covered the distance in just a few seconds and I could see I had greatly underestimated the male's size. He was easily seven and a half feet tall and as wide as Randy, though I think Randy would have a tough time with him. 
 
    Chessi squirmed her way out of his arms and stood between us. 
 
    "Sir, this is my father, Bregginzi, king of the Korlani. Papa, this is … I'm sorry. I don't know your name." 
 
    I smiled at her and then stepped forward and held out my hand to the king. 
 
    "Commander Trevor Donovan. Just call me Trevor." 
 
    He reached out and I wrapped my hand around his very large claws. 
 
    "My Chessi says you have been kind to her." 
 
    I nodded and looked down at her. 
 
    "She has been a great help in our understanding of what has happened here," I said as I pointed at the lab. "She has been a joy to have with us." 
 
    "Then I shall call you friend." 
 
    I heard a clearing of a throat next to me and Chessi smiled and stepped next to Michelle and wrapped her arms through hers. 
 
    "And father, this is my best friend, Michelle. She has fought and protected me since we met and taught me so much about this world." 
 
    Bregginzi reached out his hand and Michelle took it without hesitation.  
 
    "It is an honor to meet you, sir. Chessi has been telling me about what a great king you are." 
 
    He laughed and said, "She has misinformed you. My mate is the real ruler of the Korlani. I am just joined with her." 
 
    "Oh papa, you know mama thinks you are the king of our people." 
 
    The conversation came to a lull and I pointed to the group standing in the parking lot. 
 
    "So, what's going on here?" 
 
    "We have come to take the rebels back to our world and bring justice to them. We were unprepared when Jordan appeared to our people and a faction chose to rise up and follow him. Before I had time to mount a defense, my wife and I had been secreted away by our security forces. It has taken us this amount of time to regain control in our world and we are now here to capture those that have come here to do harm." 
 
    I was just about to ask him if he knew where Jordan was, but was interrupted by the sound of a helicopter. I couldn't see it, but I could tell it was coming in from behind the hills. I turned and looked back at the Osprey and could see Mike running toward us. 
 
    The ramp started closing on the Osprey and the rotors were winding up. Within seconds they lifted off the ground and started hovering about fifty feet up. 
 
    "We may have trouble, boss." 
 
    "I hear him, but what is it?" 
 
    "I think it's the other Cobra. It certainly sounds like one." 
 
    Just then the Osprey dipped and moved to the south and stopped just past the group of Korlani in the parking lot. They were trying to shield themselves from the rotor blast and weren't having an easy time of it. 
 
    I could see the ladies had their aircraft pointed to the south and they just hovered. As we looked to the south, we saw the Cobra come over the trees in a classic attack.  
 
    Deb was manning the guns and she fired a short burst ahead of the Cobra, leaving no room for misunderstanding they needed to stop any attack. 
 
    If Cobras could skid to a stop, they would have left a trail of black rubber across the sky. 
 
    Mike took off at a dead run to the spot where the Osprey was hovering and ran out in front of them. He was waving his hands over his head to get the Cobra crew to stand down. 
 
    "Is this going to be a problem?" asked Bregginzi. 
 
    "I hope not." 
 
    Just then Michelle took off toward Mike and despite my rather stern command for her to come back, she ignored me. Definitely won't be military material. 
 
    Then Chessi chased after her, again, despite her father yelling at her to stop. Then the king said something that would have brought a laugh from me, if the situation weren't so dire. 
 
    "Women," he said. 
 
    Both of them ran under the Osprey and up to where Mike was standing, waving the Cobra off. When they stepped in front of him, he tried to grab both of them and put them behind him, but they weren't having any of that. They wrestled themselves free of his grasp and stood there, staring down whoever was in the Cobra. 
 
    Mike just shook his head and pointed to the ground, indicating he wanted them to land. After a couple of seconds, the Cobra dropped to the pavement and settled. There were two men in the Cobra and they began unstrapping themselves and climbing out of the chopper. 
 
    Mike started walking to them, but stopped and told the two girls to go back to where the king and I were standing. This time he didn't take any back talk from them and they started back to us. Reluctantly. 
 
    As Mike walked to the two pilots, the ladies moved the Osprey back to their original spot and I could hear them shutting the engines down. As quiet began to take over, it was a pleasure to be able to talk without yelling. 
 
    "That was a pretty dumb thing to do," said to the two girls as they walked back up to us. 
 
    Chessi looked at me with defiance and then at her father. 
 
    "He speaks the truth. When I tell your mother what you did, she will not be happy." 
 
    "Oh papa, please don't tell her!" 
 
    "Are you going to listen to me from now on?" 
 
    "Yes papa." 
 
    He looked at me and smiled and said, "I'll believe that when I see it." 
 
    About that time, Mike and the two pilots walked up and Deb and Vicki joined us. The Cobra pilots looked at them and one of them asked, "You were ready to shoot us down?" 
 
    "If you had fired one shot," said Deb, "I would have blown you out of the sky." 
 
    He looked at Mike and said, "Tough ladies." 
 
    "The toughest." 
 
    Mike turned and said, "Boss, this is Deke Jackson and Morgan Taylor. I knew them from back in my Spec Ops days." 
 
    "Gentlemen, it's good to have you here and it's great this didn't turn out the way it could have. Let me introduce the two of you to Bregginzi, the king of the Korlani." 
 
    He stepped forward and held out his clawed hand and it was obvious they had never come this close to a Korlani that wasn't looking to kill them. After a few seconds hesitation, Deke reached out and shook hands and Morgan followed.  
 
    I heard a little foot stamp next to me. 
 
    "Oh, and this is Chessi, the king's daughter. She is looking to be the ambassador between our peoples." 
 
    Chessi started to smile and then frowned. She looked at Michelle. 
 
    "What's an ambassador?" 
 
    Michelle leaned down and said, "It's a person that will try to get our two peoples to live together as friends." 
 
    "Oh, I can do that." 
 
    She shook their hands and stood back, pressing herself back against Michelle, who put her hands on the girl's shoulders. An action that was not lost on the king. 
 
    I spoke up, looking Bregginzi, "We need to get out of this sun, because I can see it's making your eyes uncomfortable. I'd like to sit and talk for a little while." 
 
    The king agreed and we headed for the lab building. While all of this had been going on, the guards had already herded the rebels through the portal and the only ones left were the king and his guards. 
 
    When we walked into the building, the portal was still active and I could feel the electricity in the air. The hairs on my arm were standing up. A couple of guards came through the portal and relieved those that were guarding the king. He leaned over and said something to one of them and they walked back through the portal. 
 
    We found a couple of tables in an open space with a few chairs around them. After pushing the tables together we all sat down, ready to figure out how to get the fighting to stop. 
 
    "We can help with that," said Bregginzi. "The rebels from our world are going to be scattered all across yours and they will need to be found and taken back to ours." 
 
    "Well, like I said, I don’t speak for this land or the entire world. But, we do have a way to get in touch with people around the world and hopefully we can come up with a plan that works for both sides." 
 
    "The hardest part of this plan, whatever it may be, will be to reach out to the rest of your people and let them know of it." 
 
    "That is correct." 
 
    Bregginzi looked at me and said, "Nothing worth having comes easy." 
 
    Just then I caught some movement at the portal and looked up at it. I wasn’t the only one to see it. Chessi saw it and jumped up from her chair so fast it went flying backwards as she ran around the table. 
 
    "Mama!" 
 
    The queen of the Korlani had arrived with four of her own guards and Chessi made a beeline for her. The queen scooped her up in her arms and gave her a bear hug. 
 
    For the first time, I saw tears running down the face of a Korlani, as the queen wept over the safety of her child.  
 
    Bregginzi stood up and turned to her and bowed. 
 
    "My queen, we have friends here." 
 
    She went to say something in their own tongue, but realized her mate had spoken in our language for our benefit. 
 
    "We are in your debt," she said. 
 
    Chessi whispered something to her and she was put down. Then, the ambassador of the Korlani took her around the table and introduced her to each person there. She made sure to save Michelle for last. 
 
    "And mama, this is my best friend, Michelle. She has taken very good care of me and protected me. Michelle, this is my mother, Shawree." 
 
    Michelle held out her hand and said, "It is a pleasure to meet the mother of such a fine, young woman." 
 
    "The pleasure is mine, Michelle. Whoever protects my child is a great friend of the Korlani." 
 
    Then, Shawree turned to me and said, "We have brought something back to you and we must decide what to do with this." 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what to say, but she motioned to one of the guards, who walked back to the portal and stepped about halfway through. Then he stepped back out, pulling a man who was tied at the wrists and looking like he wanted to be anywhere, but here. 
 
    I walked over to him and looked him in the eyes. 
 
    "Welcome home. We have a lot to catch up on, Dr. Jordan." 
 
      
 
    The End (For Now…) 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Afterword
  
 
    
[image: A person standing in front of a mirror posing for the camera  Description automatically generated]Once again, I thank you for sitting with me through Humanity’s Bane. I must admit that the plot took a turn in terms of style and tone — it was initially intended to be a post-apocalyptic series that is both creepy and dark but somehow, the storyline steered toward action, thriller and suspense. Nevertheless, it was still written in joy. 
 
    The next book in this series will deal with issues arising a few months after the events of Humanity’s Bane.  It will be available on Amazon — set to be released on 30 September 2019. 
 
    For more details on my latest book releases and what I am up to, you can: 
 
    
    	 Join my mailing list (and receive my horror anthology, After Sunset: Six Scary Short Stories, for FREE) 
 
    	 Like me on my Facebook page 
 
   
 
    
    	 Follow me on Amazon and Goodreads 
 
   
 
    Lastly, I would very much appreciate if you can review Humanity’s Bane on Amazon. This is the best way you can support an indie author and move his work forward. 
 
    Thank you again and I will see you in the next book! 
 
      
 
    Sincerely,
Kelvin Teo
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