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Past, Present, and Future part 3
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                                                   November 21, 6:53


     Bryne looked back and forth to make sure there was no one around,


before shifting his large pack to the other shoulder and cautiously


making his way out of the brush. Slowly, he crept up through the dense


forest to the outer walls of the well-guarded compound. At five yards he


stopped and waited.


"Raven, we're in position. Green is go," Rogue one, the lead hacker,


spoke into the phone. "Red...yellow...hold up a minute. Something looks


wrong."


"What's up guys?" he said softly into his earpiece.


        "That's odd. All the defense systems are already down," Rouge


one whistled, sounding impressed. "If that's not enough, the leftover


pattern is a standard Vertutech file hacking program."


"That is weird. Is there anyway Jess could have done it?"


"If she'd been able to get to an open terminal. This is the kind of


thing she could do in her sleep. This isn't really her style, though,"


Ghost cut in. It was obvious what he thought about the situation, not


that it was exactly hard to see.


        "I know what you're thinking so I'll save you the trouble of


trying to talk me out of doing this. One of us has got to go in there


and get her. A lot of people put a lot of time and effort into this


operation because they thought it was important. We can't just throw


that away and after all that work it would stupid to abort this


mission." By now all the team members were listening to Bryne's speech.


They knew how dangerous this job was, but they also knew that aborting


and trying to set up another one would be impossible. "Besides," he


continued, "I'd rather take my chances with whoever's on the inside


waiting, than back home with O'Brien. I have the feeling that if we came


home without Jess he'd be annoyed to say the least."


        "That's the understatement of the year," Advantage snorted. "All


right, but be careful. We're right out here if anything happens,


expectantly waiting by the phone for your call so don't forget to keep


that AT&T slogan in mind."


"And that would be?"


"Keep in touch with your loved ones."


"Thanks," Bryne said around a chuckle before shutting off his link. From


his back Bryne slung down a bag to the ground and took out everything he


could leave behind. Gingerly he sat them behind a nearby bush for


retrieval at a later time. Then he removed his special gloves and


matching shoe additions, grippers that easily attached to any shoe one


was currently wearing. When he was ready to go Bryne finally allowed


himself to look at the wall in front of him. It was perfectly smoothed


and composed of transparasteel, a newly designed super substance created


by none other than Vertutech. The climb was daunting, even without the


transparasteel, and seemed impossible from Bryne's lowly viewpoint on


the ground. With nothing better to do, Bryne began the long climb to the


top.


        Each movement was agonizing. Every inch of wall was won only


after a monumental struggle. The climb was a slow torturous event that


was won only after Bryne stopped thinking. He only moved, his mind


separate from the pain in his body. Finally, he achieved the


summit...and the compound.


        Bryne's body ached and, even after years of practice, he could


barely move. For a moment he lay at the top, resting and regaining his


strength and determination. Below him all was still. Guards stood


drowsily at their posts. Even with the situation seemingly harmless


Bryne was, thanks to the others, ready for a trap. Quietly he stripped


off his gloves and mini grippers and left them out of sight on the wall.





         Bryne slipped off the wall and dropped noiselessly onto the


floor below. Within moments he had incapacitated the sentries and was


moving onto the nearby building. Upon reaching the structure Bryne


discovered that the entrance was, surprise, surprise, locked. *Not a


problem,* Bryne decided as he produced his trusty lock picking set from


his right pocket. The lock, a Vertutech model like everything else, was


tricky but in no time Bryne had conquered that obstacle as well. Things


weren't as discouraging as they had looked from outside, but, as he well


knew, looks could be deceiving.


*************************************************************


                                                7:15am


    "Jessica?" came a voice almost incoherently from outside of the


door. A head peeped in through the crack, searching.


"Oh, Charlie. Thank goodness," Jessica said, relief flooding her voice.


Jessica placed the clock on the floor and pulled the door open the rest


of the way. The sudden movement caused O'Brien to lose his balance and


stumbled headfirst into the room. Giggling Jessica helped him back on to


his feet and hugged him tightly. He in turn grinned boyishly up at her,


being that she was five inches taller than he was, as he scooped her up


and swung her around as if she were a toy. He was practically bursting


with relief.


"I forgot how strong you are, Charlie," Jessica said breathlessly when


he sat her down.


"That makes two of us," he replied, stilling grinning from ear to ear.


        "So, now what? You're in and I'm in, but what we really want is


out." For a moment he seemed to digest that piece of information.


Finally he replied, "I think the air vents are big enough for us to


crawl through. Good thing you're so lanky."


"I prefer to think of myself as sinewy," she interrupted tartly. Charlie


gave a quick once over from head to toe.


"Yeah, I guess you are at that," he said with a lecherous wink. Charlie


smiled at her again. Under his watchful and protective eye she had


overcome her original awkwardness caused by lack familial support and


turned into a self-assured, confident woman. He loved her in a way that


only a father could love a daughter. He couldn't have been more proud of


her if she was his own child.


        "Anyway," he said, snapping out of his sentimental reverie, "all


we have to do is get to the hallway, into the vents, take them to the


walls, sneak out and get to the beach."


"Oh, that's all. Trust me, there' s no way it's going to be that easy to


get out of here. I used to do this kind of thing all the time when I


lived with the Quests and, no matter how easy it looks, it's never that


easy."


"What kind of thing? You mean getting kidnapped by psychopaths?" he said


teasingly. Charlie knew perfectly well about all of the times that she


had been held hostage, kidnapped, saved the world, etc. He also knew


that she wasn't completely happy unless she had some sort of problem to


deal with and that she thrived on adversity. "Don't worry so much,


Jessie. I've got about as much experience at this as your father and at


least twice as much you do. Besides, I've got everything set up and


under control. I hacked into the security system when I was coming in


and turned off the motion detectors as well as the infrared scanners.


All the guards in the vicinity are currently incapacitated and their


communicators are down. We could almost walk out the front door."


        "Yeah. Almost." Jessica sighed. It was readily apparent that


Charlie had already put a great deal of thought and effort into the


whole escape and she was confident that there was nothing she could do


to alter his plans. Jessica nodded resolutely and went over to her


drawers to get some clothes for the trip. From her draws she took a


sturdy mechanic's suit, a sweatshirt, clean underwear, and a pair of


extra thick socks. Charlie, like the gentleman he ordinarily was,


politely turned his back. "Would you grab my construction boots from


under the bed?" she said to his back as she changed. Charlie tossed the


boots over his shoulder, headless of hitting anything and being careful


not to look at her, in her general direction. She left her hair hanging


freely, unhappy about the mess but unable to waste any time fixing it.


Lastly, she grabbed the small pill bottle that contained her heart


medication. Seconds later she was dressed, laced up, and ready to go.


         Charlie cautiously looked out the door and crept out of the


room first. Not seeing any sign of danger he signaled back to Jessie who


stepped out behind him. Charlie started off, carefully picking his way


between the motionless bodies of the guards that littered the floor.


Jessica hesitated for a moment before following after him. She did her


best not to look at the men's faces, but, occasionally, she failed.


Their faces, twisted in pain, would join the countless souls whose lives


she was responsible for ending in her dreams. Charlie went on ahead to


check for any unexpected company, allowing Jessica to pause momentarily


and take a breath to steady herself. Charlie came back into the room and


motioned for her to go around the other way. She signaled her


understanding and did a one-eighty in the other direction, bringing her


face to face with Daniel.


        His neck was twisted at an unnatural angle and his eyes were


there, gaping open with shock. His young face stared up at her


accusingly. Her hands flew up to her mouth as she gasped and reflexively


took a step to the side, tripping over one of his strewn out limbs. She


landed hard on her backside but took no notice as scrambled to get as


far from him as possible. Charlie was immediately at her side, helping


her up. She pushed him away and stood up on her own, not wanting him to


touch her. *This is all my fault,* she thought sickly. Even though she


knew in her heart that he was dead, Jessica forced herself to walk back


over to Daniel's body. Gingerly she settled herself down next to his


limp form and touched his neck, searching for a pulse. There, of course,


was none.


************************************************************


                                                 7:40am


        Bryne backed quickly up against the wall as a squadron of troops


hurried past. It was the fourth one he had encountered in the relatively


short time span he had been in the compound. Each group had been armed


to the teeth and nervous as a cat in a dog kennel. Everyone there now


seemed to be on full alert, a startling difference from only moments


before. All the guards he had knocked out, and there had been a lot,


were particularly edgy. At least, before he hit them over the head. He


could only guess at what all the commotion was about.


         After the last group was out of sight Bryne tentatively took a


look around only to find the hall once again deserted. Bryne scratched


his head in befuddlement. *Well that's funny. I could have sworn...*


 "Hello, Raven," said a disdainful voice from behind him. Bryne felt the


bile rise up in the back of his throat as a wave of disgust flooded over


him. He knew the owner of that familiar sneer far to well.


"So, Robert. Long time no see."


"Hmph," he snorted. "You can say that again. Enough with the small talk.


Hands on your head where I can see them. Then turn around, nice and


slow." Bryne did as he was told and leisurely turned to face his captor.


"Good. I see you've finally learned how to follow directions. Now march.


There's a very important person waiting downstairs for you."


*************************************************************


                                                 7:55am


      Charlie and Jessica had been aimlessly crawling for the past


twenty minutes. Every passage in the dark air vents looked exactly the


same as the other. It was absolutely impossible for either of them to


know where they were, let alone where they were going. They both knew


that they were hopelessly lost, but Charlie's pride kept them going.


"Charlie," she whispered softly into the darkness in front of her. When


no reply came she repeated his name.


"What?" he said tersely, obviously annoyed at his inability to find his


way out.


        "Charlie, do you need any help or anything? I know I'm no expert


on navigation or anything, but I could swear I see drag marks in the


dust." Charlie looked at the steel floor. Drag marks would mean they'd


all ready been through that tunnel. Sure enough, there were definite


tracks in the thick layers of dust and grime that littered the vents.


Charlie swore softly under his breath. "Charlie?" she questioned again.


"I'm fine. I know exactly where we are."


"Charlie, if you need help...."


        "You wanna help? You don't the first thing about maneuvering


yourself through this kind of situation. What do want me to do, jump


down and ask one of the guards for directions to the nearest exit? I'm


sure they would be more than happy to point us in the right direction."


"Jeez. You could have just said no thank you. You know...," she began


but was quickly cut off by a sharp grating sound up ahead. "What the!!!"


she shrieked as the floor fell out from beneath her. The fall was short


but brutal, the final impact of Jessica's body slamming against the


ground taking its toll. For a long time she lay there in a crumpled heap


with her eyes closed, trying to catch her breath and figure out what was


happening.


         From out of nowhere a hard, rounded object connected with her


ribs, further bruising her already sprained body. The object continued


to poke at her until she emitted a soft groan, signaling that she was


indeed alive. Near her right side another groan accompanied hers.


"Ms. Bannon, I presume," said the owner of the offending object. His


voice was mocking and soft, but dangerous sounding. Cracking her eyes


open slightly, the pain increasing as she did so, the blurry sight of a


Hispanic man and two others came into view. He was short, even from her


position on the floor, but something about his cocky demeanor told her


not to underestimate him. On his right hip rested a revolver while


strapped to his left was a machete. In his hand was a semi-automatic


rifle. She wasn't exactly sure of its make, just that it was dangerous


and aimed at her. With his gun trained at her and the two others at


Charlie, immediate escape didn't seem like an alternative. She would


just have to wait and see how things developed. Not that she was


physically capable of doing much else.


        "You are lost, no? I see your escape didn't go quite as well as


Vertutech had hoped it would. This is delta quadrant, the closest sector


to the base's heart." As the gunman said that any hope she had once had


of leaving alive was terminated. Not seeing her reaction to this news,


or perhaps not caring, the man started once again. "I am surprised


neither one of you was seriously injured by that fall, it is over ten


feet from the vents to the floor." It was no small miracle that they


were both alive, let alone unharmed. Suddenly, a persistent beeping


sound began. One of the accompanying guards detached a small phone from


his side and put it to his ear. The proceeding conversation was short


and hushed to prohibit either of the captives from hearing anything.


Hurriedly, the man rushed over and whispered something to the others.


The leader blinked and nodded slowly, as if agreeing with his


compatriot. Throughout the entire thing he had studiously held the gun


at her, never allowing it to slip from its fixed position.


        "There has been a slight change of plans," he said to her. He


motioned to one of the others who promptly kicked Charlie, waking him.


"Get up." Jessica and Charlie, now conscious, both obliged the man and


quickly stood, flinching with the contraction of muscles made sore by


the drop. "Move," he demanded curtly as he once again shoved the butt of


the rifle, which had previously served to wake her, into her back,


forcing them to move.


        For a short eternity they marched in no particular direction.


One second they would be going right and they next one of the guards


would order them to go left. The corridors stretched out like an endless


labyrinth before the small party. By the time a stop was called Jessica


was so lost that her head was spinning, signaling that she had almost


totally lost her equilibrium. She was barely able to concentrate anymore


and swayed as she walked.


        "This way," ordered a guard without compassion. They did as they


were told and continued on down yet another hall where they were ushered


into a large, open room. Then, they waited.


Just as Jessica was getting antsy yet another man appeared. This was one


different then the others. Where as her guards, before their deaths, and


many of the other employees had had an almost subservient attitude, this


man radiated authority. Even the gunman seemed meek in comparison.


"At last, we meet in person, Miss. Bannon. Charmed," the newest arrival


oozed, his voice practically dripping with culture. Jessica did not


reply, but instead stood stock still as she stared into his face, trying


to place it. There was something very familiar about him, something she


just could not place.


Ignoring her lack of conversational skills he pressed on, content to


carry both sides of dialogue.


"I'm sorry about the rough treatment, but, it was your own fault. You


were, after all, the one who tried to escape. Please come sit down.


Considering what you've been through, what with virtually no sleep and


that dreadful fall from the air vents, you must be exhausted." Still,


she said nothing, giving no indication of what she was thinking, nor did


she move toward the offered resting-place. Seeing the defiance in her


stillness the speaker began to chuckle. "I admire your spirit. Even in


the face of an adversary you can not possibly hope to defeat you refuse


to relent. That is very a commendable quality." His laughter died down


and was replaced by a sad sort of half smile. With a startling


suddenness Jessica realized that the man before her could only be the


mysterious man who had spoken to her over the loudspeaker, days before


when she had drowsily awoken in her cell.


         "Unfortunately this particular characteristic has caused you to


go and try and escape, ruining everything. All I wanted was for you to


decrypt the Alphaomega file. I still want that. And, I must warn you,


Miss. Bannon, I always get what I want," his voice dropped low and


deadly. "No matter what I have to do to get it." Her kidnapper turned


and walked over to a bureau located on the far right of the room. On it


was a small marble jewelry box with an elegantly carved top, late Mayan


style. The box would have made any self-respecting archaeologist begin


to uncontrollably salivate, especially her mother. Delicately he removed


the finely crafted top and gingerly extracted another, even smaller,


box. After returning the rest to its original place he walked back over


to her side. "I'm afraid that in response to your apparent refusal to


cooperate I am going to have to try a new, less pleasant form of


motivation." With that ominous ending he opened the palmed size box and


extracted a remote control. Carelessly he pressed the middle, where a


single, large red button lay.


        "I don't know what you think you're talking about. Not that it


matters. I'm not your slave, you can't control me," Jessica said as


belligerently as her pounding skull would let her. She knew that this


man held both her life and Charlie's in his hands but at the moment, she


could have cared less. He had some nerve to kidnap her, drag her off,


force her to work on virtually no sleep, and then order her around.


Indignation washed over her, straightening her back and filling her with


prideful bravery. She was the president of the mightiest corporation


ever to have been born, one the most capable beings ever to live, and


she was not about to let a bunch of common criminals intimidate her.


        "We will see," he replied gravely. "You know," he began again,


"there are many, myself included, who have always wondered what it would


take to make a Bannon crumble. From what I have heard and seen torture,


sleep deprivation, stress, and nightmares are not enough. There are


those who believe your line is invincible." He leaned forward so that


only she could hear him. "I don't." A door on the far side of the room


slid open. Through it, with his hands on his head, strolled Bryne.


*************************************************************


                                                     8:34am


        After he had been captured Robert had brought him down four


levels, into the heart of the base. They had proceeded to wait in a back


room until a red light had begun to flash inside it. At that point he


was mercilessly shoved to his feet and directed to head through the


door. As ordered he walked inside, trying desperately to devise an


escape. He wasn't paying much attention but out of the corner of his eye


he became aware of the room's occupants. Upon seeing the awaiting party


members he was brought up short, almost falling over in shock. Standing


there in the middle of the room were five men, all of whom he knew, and


a single, red haired woman. His eyes met with hers, locking with them


and onto her worn out face.


        "I see you two have met before," their captor said smoothly.


Neither acknowledged him, but instead continued only to look at one


another. "I'm glad. That should make this whole demonstration that much


more effective. Everybody out here." Six guards exited the back room,


including Robert. He slipped out of the back room and appeared silently


at Bryne's side. As he slid beside Bryne, his shoes accidentally


squeaked against the linoleum flooring. The slight sound was enough to


startle Jessica into looking over.


        "Robert? Is that you?" she asked as her mouth dropped open. She


snorted angrily as she recognized him. "I should have known you might


have had something to do with this." She fixed her green eyes coldly on


him.


         Bryne's head spun. Her father had a notorious reputation for


being a lady killer and, apparently, the apple didn't fall from the


tree. It was obvious that she had met Robert before, and he couldn't


help but wonder how well they knew each other. Suddenly, the doubt was


replaced with jealousy.


         "Guards, escort Ms. Bannon and Mr. West downstairs. O'Brien and


I will be along shortly," said their captor, waking Bryne from his


brooding. With that the guards, excluding Robert and the Hispanic man,


circled Bryne and Jessica and pushed them towards a wall on the far-left


side of the room. Jessica looked back at Charlie worriedly. O'Brien


ignored her and stood with his head bowed in defeat and shame.


"Charlie," she whispered before he was out of sight.


        Upon reaching it, the wall slid open to reveal a staircase. Down


they traveled, farther and farther from the auditorium. Occasionally,


Bryne would glance to his side to check on Jessie. What he saw wasn't


encouraging. Her skin was pale, her eyes puffy and swollen, her gait


slow with a slight limp. The longer they walked the worse she got. Mad


as he was at her for her relationship with Robert, he was still


concerned about her. After walking for several minutes, Jessica tripped


over her own feet and fell. The guards paused momentarily to allow her


to get back on her feet. Tiredly she pushed herself up with her arms and


used her legs to lever her body off the ground. Half way off the ground


her arms gave out and she fell back to the floor, utterly exhausted.


There she lay, panting, until Bryne bent down, slipped his arms around


her waist and gently brought her to her feet. She looked at him


appreciatively. For the rest of the journey she leaned against him,


using his shoulder for support.


Eventually the lead guard called a stop, their destination having been


reached. Gratefully the two did so.


    Jessica laid her head on Bryne's shoulder and looked up into his


face. It was totally impassive, his handsome features seemingly embedded


in stone. Confused by his sudden anger and aloofness, she removed her


head and pushed away from him, determined to stand on her own. Her pride


would no longer allow her to receive his help. Unfortunately, her legs


were not on the same wavelength and collapsed beneath her as she shifted


her weight onto them.


    Luckily, Bryne felt her move and caught her before her she hit the


ground, one arm catching her around her waist and the other by the


shoulders. As he caught her, his hands somehow managed to get tangled in


her thick hair. They stood there, awkwardly trying to untangle


themselves. By the time they succeeded in disengaging the two had drawn


the attention of everyone in the room. The guards found their


predicament hysterical. Everyone turned only to watch as their captor


entered, accompanied by the three members of the rescue team.


        "Now that everyone is present, we can begin. Realize, Ms.


Bannon, that I am going to ask you this only once. What is in the


Alphaomega file?"


"I never got in. The encryption codes were to good," she replied her


voice tired and vaguely annoyed.


"You mean to tell me that you, head of the section and inventor of


Alphaomega, have no clue as to what it is?"


"That's not what I said," she replied carefully, trying to by herself


time without giving too much away.


"Well then?"


        "I don't know what the technicians spliced on."


"But you do know the basic essence of the project?"


"Yes."


"Well, then?" The man's tone showed that he was at the end of his


patience with Jessica's meaningless, flighty answers.


"I'd sooner die than tell you," she replied defiantly. Jessica had known


it was going to come down to this, a final match of wills between her


and her captor. She knew how dangerous Alphaomega could be, especially


in the hands of someone like her kidnapper, and she was prepared to take


its secret to the grave. From the way the decked was stacked, it looked


like she was going to have to.


        "I thought you might say that," he answered, disappointedly.


Snapping out of his funk, "Very well, then. Let us start the


demonstration with Chief O'Brien," he said carelessly, as if what was


going on didn't matter to him. A dozen spotlights flashed on, exposing


the entire right side of the room and momentarily blinding everyone.


Where there had once seemed to be a wall, stood a thick, full-length


glass wall. On the other side, dangling from the ceiling by a set of


cast iron chains, was Charlie. He was wearing only a pair of white


pants. From the back of the small room came a man, another hired thug,


carrying two large bags. He walked to the front of the room and set both


down on the floor. Out of the first bag he extracted a baseball bat. Bat


in hand the thug strolled over to Charlie's stretched form.


        "This is what I do to those who don't cooperate as they should,"


their captor said as he nodded. The signal given, the man took the bat


and swung it, hitting Charlie straight in the ribs.


Over and over again he hit Charlie with the bat until his chest had


colored from the impact. The captor signaled inside to stop, giving


Jessica the chance to call an end to the torture. She said nothing, only


stared back stone faced at the scene with red rimmed eyes. Noting her


continued refusal to answer, the kidnapper gestured to start again. This


time the man took out a long, black bullwhip. Seeing this Jessica wound


her arms more tightly around Bryne and looked away.


*************************************************************


        The beatings continued on this way for hours. It was agony for


all of them, especially Jessica. Ever since she had joined Vertutech


Charlie had always been there for her, teaching and helping. Now, when


he most needed her, she could do nothing. Finally, after Charlie's form


hung totally limp, they ceased.


        Carelessly his chains were undone, dropping him to the distant


floor. The man roughly grabbed Charlie under his arms and brought him


into the room where the group stood, waiting. There, he set him down


near his boss.


        "See what your stubbornness has caused, Ms. Bannon?" the


kidnapper said. "If not for you, none of this would have happened." With


that he swiftly kicked Charlie in his already smashed ribs. He looked


out at Jessica and then down at Charlie.


         Charlie stared back at his attacker, anger and disdain over


shadowing his apparent pain. "Leave her alone. You know this has nothing


to do with her. And whether you're ready to acknowledge it out loud or


not, we both know the real reason you're enjoying beating the bloody


pulp out of me." As Charlie spoke the corners of his mouth twisted up in


rage.


 "You are right when you say that Ms. Bannon did not cause our distaste


for one another. Unfortunately, you are wrong when you say this does not


concern her. Let me assure it does." He bent down, bringing them face to


face. "As much as I relish watching you suffer, I set this whole thing


up in order to get the Alphaomega plans. The fact that you are the


instrument being used to persuade her, makes this all that much


sweeter." He stood back up and removed a small sheath from his back


pocket. From one edge of the sheath protruded a wooden handle. "It is


time to finish this, once and for all. Guards, bring this pitiful lump


to his feet." The guards came over and did as they were told, carefully


balancing him until he was standing on his own.


         "You're not going to win, Xanthus," Charlie groaned as he was


hoisted up, unwillingly. As Charlie rose before him, Xanthus firmly


grasped the sheath in one hand and with the other pulled forth a long,


elegantly shaped knife.


"I already have. I've got you, I've got him, and best of all," he said


as his lips curled cruelly, "I've got her." With that, he forcefully


plunged the knife into Charlie's battered chest.


"You're a b-st-rd," he hissed as his face twisted in pain.


"I'm so glad you noticed," Xanthus replied as he buried the knife deeper


into Charlie's rib cage. He smiled once more, reveling in his


adversary's pain. "Goodbye," he whispered as he gave a final yank


downwards, sending the knife splicing through Charlie's system. Then, he


wrenched the knife out, jerking him forward.


        For a moment Charlie teetered back and forth unsteadily before


finally falling to his knees. He knelt there with his mouth gaping open


in disbelief, unable to move. Gasping and wheezing he vainly tried to


breathe, but to no avail. The slashes had ruptured his lungs, filling


them with fluid. Trails of blood surged out of the gaping hole in his


chest cascading down his body until they reached the floor. There they


pooled together to form a deep, crimson colored puddle around his knees.





The onlookers stood transfixed, their immobility caused by the awesome


display of gore. They remained motionless, frozen in horror but unable


to look away from the horrific sight.


        "Charlie," Jessica whispered, drawing his attention to her.


Their eyes held for a minute, and then, he was gone. With a dull thud


his limp body fell to the floor, his life drained.


*************************************************************
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                                            by Michelle Curtin aka Bryne





                                            November 22, 10:02 am


         “I don’t believe it. There is no way she could be the president


of Vertutech. I mean, she would have told one of us or something,” Jonny


said, absolutely flabbergasted. Upon arriving in the city he and Sarah


had been met by a representative of Vertutech and driven to their


headquarters. There, they had joined up with Race and Benton who had


filled them in on what was going on. Jonny’s reaction had been disbelief


and confusion. He was very hurt that Jessica, his best friend, hadn’t


told him something as important as this. Sarah’s reaction was


indecipherable. She knew about Jessica and her relationship with Jonny


only from what her fiancé had told her. As far as the Quest clan knew,


the two had never been introduced. “It just doesn’t make any sense,” he


finished lamely, sitting down on her right side, as far from the


Vertutech employees as possible.


         “I know that’s how it seems Jonny. I was as angry as you are


when I found out, but now the whole thing seems more reasonable. You


know, better than most, how much Jess loves us all. She’d never want


anything to happen to us. Our knowing about her job makes us as


susceptible to kidnapping as she is. Not telling us was her way of


keeping us safe, even though it cut a vital link between her and the


rest of our family,” Race said.


         “You’ve had a lot of time on your hands the past few days, huh,


Race?”


“Is it that obvious?”


“Race, old buddy, when the hired muscle starts contemplating the


mysteries of the universe and other philosophical ideas, you’d have to


have the I.Q. of an eggplant not to tell he’s bored,” Jonny quipped,


causing good natured laughter from the entire group. But the moment was


short lived and in a flash it was gone, replaced by the familiar worry


and tension of the past few days. “Well, I guess we should figure out


how to get Jessie back.”


         “That is totally unnecessary,” cut in one of the Vertutech


officers who had escorted them to the room. “This matter is already


being handled by certified professionals.” He lifted his nose into the


air and gave a short sniff.


“So what was the point of having security Chief O’Brien calling us


here?” Jonny demanded, slightly miffed at the inference that he wasn’t a


professional.


“Acting security chief,” the man cut in tartly. “Officially, O’Brien is


just another stupid bodyguard. His age was starting to catch up with him


so Doctor Bannon felt it would be best if he made a change from


bodyguard to security chief. Since he’s been with Vertutech from the


very beginning, firing him outright would be seen as…disrespectful.”


         “Unlike insulting his intelligence behind his back,” snapped a


tart female voice from the doorway. The young man spun quickly around to


face the new arrival. “Honestly, you rookies have got your heads so far


up butts I’m surprised you can still see the light of day. For your


information, Chief O’Brien is a lot more than just some hired help. That


man is this company’s backbone and you’ll do well to show some respect.


He’s got more experience than anyone else in this entire place and


better qualifications for the job, too. In fact, he should have been


Chief from the get-go. The only reason he wasn’t is that he’d rather be


working in the field than sitting behind some desk,” she finished,


ending her sermon.


        The officer looked her over reproachfully. “And you are?” he


asked.


“More important than you,” said the woman, easily brushing past the man.


“I’m sorry you got stuck with these narcissistic imbeciles.”


         “I don’t suppose you’d mind telling us who you are?” Dr. Quest


asked calmly as he surveyed the young woman.


“My name is Myshell Okowso. I’m the head of the developmental research


and Jess’ partner. We work almost exclusively together,” she said.


Looking thoughtful she continued, “In fact the only time we don’t is


when she’s involved with business dealings,” she made a lemon face, “or


when we’re checking up on the projects.”


        “You’re close, then?” Race questioned suspiciously, not buying


Myshell’s lines.


“Very. I’d say we’re more like sisters than co-workers.”


“Any particular reason you’d say that?” Jonny asked, not trusting her


anymore than Race.


“We don’t have the typical employer/worker relationship. I feel


comfortable enough around her to tell her when she’s out of it or


acting…out of sorts, or something. She feels the same towards me.”


“Huh,” Race said, still not convinced about the woman.


         “You still don’t believe me, do you?” The look on his face told


her all she needed to know. Taking a deep breath she began again. “All


right then, how ‘bout this? You’re full name is Roger Gregory Bannon,


you come from a family of ten children, and are the oldest. You were


married for seven years and divorced because of your job in the CIA.


Jessica was five at the time. Immediately after, you were placed with


the Quests and have been working with them ever since.”


“Anyone could have found that out, just by accessing my file in the


government’s database,” Race replied, concerned that she had taken the


time to learn all of that information.


“True enough. But, could they find out that you proposed to your wife on


the top of the Eiffel Tower? Or that two months after the divorce was


finalized your daughter was sent to live with your parents on their


Georgia ranch? Or that your special nickname for Jessie is Ponchita?”


“She told you?”


“We’re one another’s family since neither of us talk to our real ones


that often,” she shrugged. “It can get rather depressing.”


         For a while no one spoke. Instead they sat, each one struggling


to comprehend the loneliness and detachment that Jessica had subjugated


herself to.


*************************************************************


                                                11:08am


        Jessica was paralyzed with horror. She had seen death before, in


thousands of shapes and forms, but never any as brutal or malicious as


the one before her. The sheer animosity of the deed hung heavy in the


air, surrounding the group and crippling movement.


“YOU!” Jessica shrieked, rage coursing through her body and filling it


with a renewed supply of adrenaline. Before anyone could react she


lunged straight at Xanthus and caught him square in the chest. The two


toppled onto the floor, Jessica on top. In a second she was smashing her


fist into his face. The guards, finally waking up, moved toward her,


pulling their guns as they went. Unfortunately for the guards at that


very moment the captives also came to their senses.


        It was a slaughterhouse for the kidnappers. In minutes the


guards all lay dead or dying, their bodies carelessly scattered on the


floor. Nothing else left to stall with, Bryne carefully approached


Jessica, who sat still straddling Xanthus’ chest pounding his face in


with her fists.


         Bryne walked toward Jessica, unsure whether she would attack


him as well. From his angle Jessica’s body prevented Bryne from clearly


seeing Xanthus. By the fresh puddle of blood that was forming around him


though, Bryne didn’t have to see him to know what he looked like. By the


time he reached the two of them the man was unconscious. “Jess,” he said


softly as he reached over and took her arm in hand. Gently he pried her


off of the bloody mass and onto her feet, even as she struggled against


him. Pulling her up, he brought her still squirming body close to his


and held her tightly.


        She continued to resist, trying to free herself, trying to get


away from his comforting form. He steadfastly refused and clung all the


more tighter. Finally, she gave in and allowed him to hold her. They


stood there in silence save for the sound of Jessica’s rapid breaths.


After a little bit her breathing slowed and returned too normal.


“I’m alright now. You can let me go,” she said calmly into Bryne’s


chest. He loosened his grip and allowed her to move back so as to get a


better look at her. Gingerly she took a stepped away from him. There she


stayed, standing on her own except for his hands, which firmly held her


lower arms. There they stood with everyone looking at the two of them as


Bryne examined her. Unsatisfied with what he saw, he held on.


“On the way down here you couldn’t even stand on your own,” he said, his


voice dropping so that only she could hear him.


“Let go,” she repeated, her voice dropping as well.


“Fat chance,” he snorted.


“What right do you think you have to do this? You’re not my guardian.


Who are you?” she questioned angrily, her temper at the boiling point.


         Not wanting to open up that topic just yet, Bryne ignored her


last comment and continued on. “You’re angry, I know that, and you have


every right to be, but don’t take it out on me. Put that remaining


energy into thinking will you? Any second now that adrenaline rush you


just had is gonna wear out, leaving you totally helpless. Now, when that


happens would you like to collapse in front of everyone,” he said


accenting the last word and tilting his head in the direction of the


rescue team, “and be carried out of here over somebody’s shoulder? Or,


would you rather let me hang on and have no one be the wiser?”


        “I guess I have no choice,” Jessica answered coldly before


stepping close enough to let him get a grip on her waist. “All right,”


she called out loudly. “Let’s get a move on. We want to be out of here


before reinforcements arrive.” The three men nodded and headed out,


leaving Bryne to take care of Jessica.


********************************************************


                                                            11:20 am


        “Do you understand your mission?” the stern faced officer asked


of the stranger who stood facing his back. A quick nod caught in the


reflection of the window before the officer confirmed what he already


knew.


        Though not more than five feet high, the officer had always had


a way of intimidating others. His gruff manner and smooth maneuvering


had gotten him far in life and kept him alive sixty some years. He had


seen and done things that only existed in darkest nightmares of the


subconscious. There wasn’t much left in the world that he had not faced.


He had spent his life conquering his fears until nothing was left to


scare him. But this ordinary man, the one standing right in the room


with him, he did.


        To the naked eye the stranger looked like a normal man. He was a


practical height, neither too short nor excessively tall. His face had


no distinguishing marks and was so normal it could easily be passed in


the street. If one were to actually pay attention to him though, they


would notice that there was an unnatural kind of feeling to his


presence. The officer’s instincts told him something was wrong with this


person, that there was something about him that wasn’t readily revealed


by looking at him.


        If time had allotted, the officer would have done a full back


round check on the man and then some. Unfortunately, time was lacking.


Forcefully he pushed the suspicions out of his head.


        “Alright,” the officer said as he turned to face the patiently


waiting man. “Get going.” The stranger nodded once more and left,


silently exiting the room.


*************************************************************


                                                         11:35am


        The small group quickly made its way down the twisting labyrinth


of corridors that connected the secret compound. In the lead strode the


three operatives assigned to rescue the president, efficiently and


coolly checking and, in some cases clearing, the halls. At a safe


distance behind them trailed Bryne. On his right shoulder leaned the now


almost unconscious Jessica. Having used the last of her adrenaline up on


Xanthus, she could barely keep her eyelids open.


        Sensing she was on the verge of collapsing Bryne silently


thanked the lord that he had been able to talk her into letting him help


her. He could tell that, even with his help, she wasn’t going to make it


much farther.


         Suddenly a chirping emanated down the hallway, echoing off the


walls. Hearing the warning signal, Bryne pulled Jessica to the side of


the hall, deep into the shadows where they were less likely to be seen.


There, he lay her on the floor until it was safe.


        A startled yell accompanied by gunfire pinpointed the position


of several guards up ahead. They had obviously encountered the


intruders. The re-con team made short work of the men and in minutes


called all clear. Bryne acknowledged and moved to help Jessica, only to


find her out cold.


“Damn it,” he cursed softly under his breath. Headless of alerting any


of the remaining patrollers, Bryne called out to Rogue. Within seconds


the lead operative was at his side.


         “What happened?” Rogue asked, concern covering his weathered


face as he looked down at the president’s motionless form.


“It’s Jess. Lack of sleep and emotional chaos finally took its toll I


guess,” he replied as he slid his left arm under her legs and gently


lifted her limp form off the ground. “I can carry her to the wall but as


long as she’s unconscious getting her over is going to be pretty much


impossible. I can’t very well carry her and use the gloves to scale the


wall.” Rogue seemed to consider that for a moment and nodded in


understanding.


        “This is definitely going to complicate matters,” he said, not


sounding particularly pleased. “We’ll just have to fly her out, then.”


Bryne snorted derisively. “What were you planning on doing, sending us


out on the terrace and ordering us all to flap our arms as fast as we


can?”


“No,” Rogue replied as if he were explaining to a small child. “We’ll


sneak over to the hanger bay, hijack a plane, and fly out.”


“Huh,” he snorted. “And you thought the guards would all just let us


walk in a take a plane?” Bryne gave Rogue a weird look. “They way I see


it, stealing a plane is going to be totally suicidal. There are five of


us, four capable of fighting,” he said moving to indicate Jessica’s


motionless form, “three if we want to keep Sleeping Beauty safe, against


whoever’s guarding the hanger bay.”


        “Do you have a better idea?” Rogue demanded.


“Well, no,” he replied hesitantly. He sighed resolutely. “What do you


want me to do?”


*************************************************************


                                                  11:58am


         Benton leaned back against the couch conveniently located in


Jessica’s private office. After sorting through the facts and listening


to Ms. Okowso’s summary of the actions being to taken to retrieve his


adopted daughter, it was frustratingly obvious that there was nothing


left that any of them could do to help.


         Vertutech had already dispatched a rescue team that would more


than rival anything the government had. On top of that, while acting on


his own Chief O’Brien had separately gone to retrieve her. Ms. Okowso


had expressed some confusion as to why he would do such a thing, seeing


as how the co-ops team had already left, but after some deliberation had


brushed it off.


        It seemed that after worrying themselves into a frenzy there was


nothing to do except sit back and wait. Benton sighed as he realized the


whole trip had been a waste of time, then frowned. From the little that


he had seen of the company and how it was run, something like this


seemed out of place. Everything that had been done was accomplished with


little wasted motion. Things were taken care of precisely and


accurately. No unnecessary time or manpower was expended. Strange that,


with the almost religious way time and resources were managed, they had


been notified, let alone flown down to the city. And then, it hit him.


         “Dr. Okowso?” Benton said as he abruptly sat up in shock,


heedless of the conversation he was interrupting.


“Yes, Dr. Quest?” she responded, immediately turning her attention from


the others to him.


“Why,” he began, picking his words carefully as he went, “exactly, did


Vertutech bring us all here?”


“To help find and retrieve Jess,” she replied automatically, not


thinking the answer over before replying. She frowned at the doctor, not


understanding why he would ask such a silly question, when it hit her.


The denial was out of her mouth before she could totally think his


implication through. Even as she denied it she knew, in her heart, that


Dr. Quest was right. “Oh, God,” she whispered as she closed her eyes and


leaned against the nearby wall. “Oh, God.”


*************************************************************


                                                     12:17pm


         Bryne grabbed hold of the seat to keep Jessica and himself from


falling forward as the plane bucked wildly in the air. When the


turbulence had passed and the plane had finished its bouncing, he pulled


the both of them back onto the bench and tried to re-secure the


improvised safety restraints. He was holding Jessica’s unconscious form


in the back of a military edition cargo plane while the rest of the


re-con team was in the cockpit, flying. Or, in Bryne’s opinion,


desperately trying to fly. As of yet the three still hadn’t quite


managed to pull it off.


         Another bump jarred Jessica from Bryne’s grasp and almost


caused him to drop her. He pulled her back to him, hugging her close,


and looked down at her. The President was still soundly sleeping,


indicating just how tired she was. Ignoring the slight jostling the


turbulence was causing, he reached down and gingerly stroked her


peaceful face, tracing the lines of fatigue that covered it. The dark


smudges under her eyes provided the only color to her pale skin. As his


fingers caressed her skin, he felt her stir slightly. He stilled, hoping


she would fall back to sleep.


         Instead of relaxing, though, she began to toss fitfully in his


arms, the violence of her movements growing with each passing second.


Bryne tried to restrain her by grabbing hold of her arms but he was met


with unexpected resistance. The more he tried to control her, the more


she fought, frantic to escape. Bryne couldn’t understand what had


suddenly come over her.


“No, don’t,” she moaned, her voice laced with fear as she wildly fought


with her captive arms. “Stop,” she whispered. Her voice was tight and


she sounded as if she was on the verge of crying. Unsure of what was


happening, Bryne couldn’t think of what to do. He stared at her in


befuddlement even as he kept her from falling.


        “Charlie,” she whispered. “Charlie,” she screamed as she awoke


with a start, finding herself in Bryne’s strong arms. She swallowed hard


and attempted to steady her breathing, all the while conscious of


Bryne’s watchful eyes. After a few minutes her breathing returned to


normal. She avoided his eyes and turned her face away from his so she


wouldn’t have to look at him.


  Understanding dawned on his face as he realized what she had upset her


and disturbed her sleep. He was about to say something when he noticed


the awkward position they had managed to get themselves into. Jessica


was settled firmly in his lap, their bodies incredibly close. Their


faces were close enough to be touching.


        Releasing her arms, he gently lifted her head. He gazed into her


emerald eyes, conscious of the unshed tears they held. Her face flushed


and turned a shade similar to that of her hair as she diverted her eyes


from his intent gaze. He stroked her cheek softly, doing his best to


dispel the fear and embarrassment written there. Letting instinct guide


him, Bryne leaned forward to kiss her…just as the nose of the plane


dipped violently sending them off of the seat and the plane spiraling


downward.


*************************************************************


                                                    12:30pm


         Benton sat on the couch in the office still, facing his family,


all of whom were staring at him in confusion. After his “conversation”


with Ms. Okowso had left her on the verge of mental collapse, he had


gotten the feeling that maybe he should have broached the topic a little


more gently. She had barely had the strength to pick herself up and


leave the room almost half an hour ago. He sighed as he waited for


someone to question him. It was Jonny, as always, who spoke up first.


         “What the hell did you just do?” he asked angrily. No one


understood the conversation he and the young doctor had been having, or


why she had flipped the way she had. Benton got the feeling that it


wasn’t what he had said that angered his son so much, but the woman’s


reaction to it. Jonny didn’t like to see people, especially women,


upset. It made him very uncomfortable. Jessie’s emotional control had


always been excellent, so he hadn’t had the chance to deal with


emotional outbursts on to many occasions. That ability of hers was


probably one of the reasons the two had always worked well together.


         “I showed the Doctor to the truth,” he replied keeping his


voice calm as he forced the down the panic that was building inside him.





“The truth, huh? Well, dad, what would that be?” Jonny asked


sarcastically.


“That the rescue team isn’t going make it back,” cut in a voice from


behind. Jonny whirled around only to come face to face with Myshell.


“Well,” she amended, “at least not alive.” She sighed and sadly shook


her head. “I’m sorry about leaving like that, but I needed some time


to…collect myself.” Jonny eyed her thoughtfully. Her face was paler than


when she had entered the first time and the makeup around her eyes was


slightly smeared, but other wise she looked like she was totally


composed.


         “How do you know that? Everyone else here seems to be pretty


sure that Jess’ll come strolling through the door any minute now,” Jonny


said.


“I know,” she replied sadly. “But as Dr. Quest pointed out before, you


were all notified just after the rescue team had been dispatched to


retrieve Jessie. That action doesn’t fit with the rest of the company’s


no waste policy. To top it off, Charlie had also left by the time you


arrived.” Myshell swallowed and fought back tears. It was a moment


before she could speak “The only reason Charlie would have involved you


in the first would have been if he had reason to believe he wouldn’t be


capable of completing his mission. And the only thing that would ever


stop Charlie from doing his job would be death.”


*************************************************************


                                                  12:56pm


         “Is everyone okay back there?” called one of the operatives


from the cockpit.


“Yeah,” Bryne yelled back as he struggled to separate Jessica and his


awkwardly intertwined limbs. During the dive they had been thrown off of


their precarious seat, through the “safety restraints”, onto the floor.


Feeling how sore he was Bryne was thankful he had landed on the bottom.


Not only had it kept Jessica from hurting herself as much as she could


have, it had saved them both from an added amount of embarrassment.


         As soon as the two were able to untangle themselves Jessica


scampered up and away from Bryne’s groaning form. Carefully he picked


himself up, very aware of his protesting muscles. From the head of the


plane he could hear the agents moving around as they picked their way


through the chaos in the front. It sounded as if they were coming to the


back of the plane to check on the two of them.


“Madam President?” came Rogue’s worried voice as he climbed to the back.


He walked over to her and offered his hand.


“I’m fine,” she replied as she waved him off, agitated. She was thankful


he didn’t question her further but, instead, made his way to the exit.


         “I’ll be going with the others to scout out the area. Do you


think you’ll be all right if we leave you with Raven?” he asked as he


popped open the hatch.


“Uh, yeah,” she answered as she looked warily over at Bryne. “We’ll be


fine.” He nodded and hopped out, dropping to the ground far below.


“You sure you’re okay, Jess?” Bryne asked as he looked at her. She was


obviously shaken. *The crash probably scared her,* he reflected.


“Yeah,” she replied, unconvincingly. She was upset, although it wasn’t


because of the ride. Being next to Bryne, so close to his body, had set


off shocking sensations all through her body. It was like being injected


with a stimulant, but more. The contact had stirred a longing she didn’t


know she had. And that longing had awoken something inside of her she


had thought long dead.


“If you say so,” he replied uncertainly. He opened his mouth to say


something else, but he was cut short by a soft pittering sound from


outside.


     It sounded almost like metal rain, beating down against the hull of


the plane. Jessica looked over at him in confusion at the strange sound.


He shrugged, as if to say he didn’t know what the sound was either, but


that he was going to find out. Bryne glanced around, searching for a


window to look out of. But the cargo hold had no windows to speak of and


nothing to look out of. The single exit through which Rogue had left


moments before was the only way in or out, save the main lift in the


rear used to load cars and large crates.


        “Stay here, Jess,” Bryne called as he made his way to the exit


to look out.


“Not likely,” she retorted, following immediately behind so as not to


miss anything. Bryne muttered something under his breath about stubborn


redheads that didn’t know what was good for them that Jessica didn’t


quite catch. Considering the verbal content, it was probably the best


for both of them.


         Upon reaching the doorway, Bryne threw open the hatch and was


brought up short. Noticing his sudden stop, Jessica went to push her way


past to see, but Bryne quickly caught her arm. He shoved her back,


catching her off guard and knocking her to the floor. He in turn backed


away from the doorway and slammed it quickly shut.


“Hey!” Jessica yelled at him as she rubbed the arm he had grabbed,


rather roughly, and pulled herself up from the ground. “What’s going


on?” she asked in her talking to morons voice. Bryne opened his mouth to


reply but was cut off again as the plane lurched forward. A sensation of


being lifted off the ground hit them as the plane jerked back and forth.





“I didn’t know it could do that on the ground,” Jessica said as she and


Bryne fell back onto the floor. The plane continued to bounce and shake


as it rose higher and higher off of the ground. Jessie looked angrily


over at Bryne, as if the plane’s sudden movement was his fault.


From next to her on the floor came Bryne’s reply. “Like I was trying to


say before the plane woke up,” Bryne said calmly in his answering morons


voice. “I think we have a problem.”
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                                November 22 12:30pm


         The Quests sat there, gaping at the young doctor, as they tried


to understand what she was saying. That is, all except for Benton who


had come to the conclusion by himself. Myshell took a deep breath and


continued.


“Charlie must have known, or at least have highly suspected, that


neither he nor the rest of the rescue team would be able to bring


Jessica back to Vertutech headquarters, here. That’s the only


explanation for why he would bring you here. He must have known he was


going to die,” she finished, looking upset again.


         “Is there anyway to know for sure if they’re still alive?”


asked Race, a desperateness to his voice.


“No,” Myshell said, angrily. “Wait, yes, yes there is,” she corrected


herself, her face lighting up with hope. “Computer,” she said to the


room, “activate.” A kind of wind chime tinkling sound seeped out of the


walls, surrounding the group.


“Computer on line. Voice pattern recognition sequence approved. Good


afternoon Dr. Okowso,” said a cybernetic voice. The voice matched Iris’s


almost perfectly, but this one was even more realistic sounding. Around


them the walls shifted as colors appeared and blended together, forming


the outline of a person.


“Amazing,” Doctor Quest said, as only he could, while the walls


seemingly transported them to some other place. “An encompassing


hologram.”


“Anyone else feel like they’re in an episode of Star Track?” Race said


uneasily, not liking the technology’s ability to change his


surroundings.


         “Computer, access the automated tracking devices belonging to


Chief O’Brien,” Myshell called out, making sure the hidden microphones


leading to the computer’s mainframe could hear her commands.


“Tracking system online, search and locate Chief O’Brien. Commencing.” A


strange whirling, buzzing sound filled the room as the computer began


its search. “Search unable to continue. Tracker disabled.”


Myshell’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh, God. We’re to late,” she


whispered.


         “What’s happening?” Jonny demanded, knowing something bad had


happened but not understanding what.


“The trackers. They’ve been disabled,” Myshell answered, her voice


bitter.


“So?” Jonny asked, still not seeing the connection.


“The trackers are small homing devices surgically implanted beneath the


skin of the person and there are two known only ways to deactivate


them.”


“And they would be?” Race began, dreading the answer.


Myshell swallowed hard before she began. “Well, you can either have them


totally removed, which something only Vertutech is technologically


capable of doing. Or, since they’re directly powered by movement of


impulses through the nervous system, end the emission of electrical


impulses throughout the body by killing the owner.”


*************************************************************


                                                    1:00pm


         Noiselessly, he made his way through the thick under brush of


the grassland in the midst of Kenya’s national park. He crept closer to


the band of men and various vehicles encircling a small cargo plane and


silently stole into the shadow of the nearest transport, bulky and


cumbersome. There, he took in his surroundings.


         Trucks of differing sizes and makes formed a large ring around


the small cargo plane. Around the area yards of tall grass had been


cleared, as if the plane had slid on its belly before coming to a stop.


Strangely enough, the plane didn’t look like it had attained too much


damaged. Inside the circle of vehicles was another circle, this one


composed of the drivers, a group of rough looking men.


        A passerby would assume the whole thing was a rescue, being run


by park officials. Of course, that was the objective of their


appearances. No matter what they looked like, the man wasn’t fooled.


Looking closely at men, he could see several things that weren’t readily


noticed. Even though men were wearing normal park uniforms they were


also toting automatics and semis, something normal park rangers would


never do. And for some strange and stupid reason, they were firing at


the plane.


Toward the outskirts of the circle, near a jeep lay several strangely


shaped piles, sprawled out on the ground. Seeming somehow out of place,


this attracted his attention. Upon taking a closer look at the piles, he


saw that the motionless forms were, in fact, dead bodies all dressed in


the combat detail typical of Vertutech operatives.


        Outwardly unaffected by the sight, the man shrugged the scene


off and continued his surveillance of the grounds. Above the downed


craft circled several jets, sleek and menacing in the afternoon sun.


Their midst, a rescue mission seemed to be going on. Over the downed


plane was hovering another, larger plane with its belly open. Out of the


bottom extended long metal cables, which had been attached to the cargo


plane and were being used to “relocate” it.


         Upon seeing this, the man’s eyes narrowed. He knew what he had


to do, but stopping the plane was going to be easier said than done.


Desperately he looked around, searching for something he could use to


stop the men. As if hearing him, one of the jets landed. The pilot


jumped out and started shouting at one of the men on the ground, who


started shouting back. *When opportunity knocks,* he thought to himself


as he quickly formulated a plan. Easily, he slipped around the throng of


people and headed over to the empty fighter. There, he scrambled to the


back and hopped in, setting his plan into action.


*************************************************************


                                                      1:06pm


         Bryne struggled to his feet and moved as quickly as the shaking


of the plane would allow him to. Pulling Jessica along behind him, he


hurried to the cockpit. The two reached it in record time, all the while


keeping their precarious balance. Once they were both in Bryne secured


the door behind them, sealing it as best he could.


        “Bryne, what’s going on? What did you see out there?” Jessica


yelled at Bryne as he ran around the cockpit, tying down loose objects


that could be hurled at them by the shaking plane.


“Uh, Jess,” he began, “this isn’t the best time.” Bryne had seen what


was going on outside and was doing his best to secure what he could


before they were boarded.  Looking from one side of the small room to


another he searched for something to put in front of the entrance.


         “Answer me!” she shouted at him, the need to know filling her


as she imagined all the horrible things that could be going on outside.


She’d rather be terrified of what was happening than terrified about


what could be happening.  Fleetingly her mind brought forth a picture of


the operatives, lying dead in the field.


“Fasten yourself in,” Bryne called over his shoulder as he moved toward


the pilot’s seat. “This is going to be a bumpy ride,”


Standing firmly in place, she crossed her arms in indignation. “I’m not


doing anything until you tell me what’s going on,” she told him, her


presidential air seeping through into her voice.


        “Fine,” he said. Easily, he walked back over to where she stood,


scooped her up, and carried her over to the copilot’s seat, kicking and


struggling the whole way. A stray punch nailed him in the jaw causing


him to curse vehemently. “Stay still!” he yelled at the squirming bundle


he carried. Jessica pretended not to hear him and continued to resist.


None to gently he plopped her down in the chair and strapped her in.


Teetering precariously as the plane jerked, he clumsily made his way to


the other seat and fastened his own restraints.


        Upward the plane went, never slowing, never stopping in its


relentless motion. Its two passengers shook and bounced, desperately


holding on to their chairs. Suddenly the motion ceased and, for a


moment, they sat suspended in mid air. A loud grinding noise creaked


above them was followed by a strange releasing sound and without warning


the plane abruptly began to fall toward the ground.


         The motion combined with gravity caught Bryne’s head and threw


his neck backwards, hitting hard him against the seat. From his right he


heard a definitive thump.


“Jessie!” he cried out in alarm. A loud groan was his only response.


Within seconds the plane hit the ground. Around him, Bryne could make


out the sounds of men shouting and guns going off. From outside came an


incredible explosion far to the left, but it was too far and unimportant


to attract Bryne’s attention. All that mattered to him now was Jessie.


With great effort and less speed than he would have liked, Bryne undid


his restraints and went over to her.


        She sat there, a small trickle of blood running from her


hairline down the side of her face. Her neck hung forward at an odd


angle, covered by her long red hair. *Don’t let it be broken,* he prayed


. *Please let her be alive.* Pulling back to leave, he noticed the


strands of hair in front of her face were barely  moving. Placing his


hand by her mouth, he felt a gentle breeze created by her breathing.


Relief washed over him before he forced it back, trying to keep a level


head. *Just because she’s breathing doesn’t mean she’ll survive,* he


reminded himself soberly.


        “Oh,” she groaned, rolling her head to the side and scrunching


her face in pain. “Anyone get the number on that truck?” She popped open


her eyes only to come face to face with Bryne’s expression of amazement.


“You know,” she continued, “I have the strangest feeling we just did


this.” Forgetting the need to stay clear headed Bryne threw himself onto


her, burying his face in her neck. His reaction surprised Jessica, but


she didn’t mind. Sorely, she threaded her fingers through the black


strands of his hair and brought him closer even as she re-closed her


eyes. “Hey,” she exclaimed suddenly. Her eyes popping open, she pushed


him back. He stared up at her in confusion. “If I remember correctly,


I’m mad at you.”


        Bryne looked startled for a moment, not understanding what she


was talking about. Then their fight came back to him. It seemed like it


all had happened an eternity ago when, in fact, only a few minutes had


passed. An angry look crossed over his face. She had some nerve bringing


that up after he had just saved her. Before he could restart the


argument she cut him off.


“We can get into that later.” Quickly she undid her restraints and began


to stand, though her legs were shaky. “Right now, we’ve got to get out


of here. Bryne, if this thing can make it, do you think you can fly us


out of here?”


*************************************************************


                                                          1:10pm


         The man heard, rather than saw, the planes as they swarmed


after him in pursuit. Pushing his “borrowed” fighter to the limits he


tilted the nose and headed toward the distant forest line. Over the open


plain he went with nothing to help cover him from the rain of bullets


shot by his trailing enemies. Hugging the ground he weaved right and


left to keep from acquiring a missile lock. Out of nowhere, the trees


seemed to jump out at him even as the pursing pilots gained from behind.


He barely managed to avoid crashing into anything.


        Flying carefully he stayed just above the tree, using the


closeness to the tops to provide an awkward form of protection. In a


moment they would be clearing the forest. His fighter was done for as


soon as they were out in the open again, but by then it wouldn’t matter.


Checking his rear, the man could see his pursuers still hot on his


trail. He could also make out the lumbering shape of a cargo plane,


slowly lifting off far behind the clueless henchmen.


        The man smiled to himself as the plane took off and began to


gain altitude, taking its two surviving passengers from their would be


captors. Soon, they would be on their way back to headquarters and the


President would be where she belonged, all before any of his flying


companions could figure it out. The man was pretty sure that none of


them would be happy when they found out that they had been suckered into


a meaningless chase, but whether they were happy or not wasn’t any of


his concern.


        Abruptly, he cut the throttle to the plane to almost nothing,


sending the others far ahead. Now he was on his own, but without his


previous speed his plane had dipped down. Calmly, the man hit his


emergency ejection button, sending him flying out of the doomed plane


and into the edge of the dark forest.


*************************************************************


                                                    2:46pm


         “WHOO HOO!” Jessie whooped with joy as their small plane took


off, clearing the ground despite all it had recently been through.


Happily she whooped with joy from her seat. A grin quickly covered


Bryne’s face. Jessica’s good mood was contagious and over rode Bryne’s


need to keep himself calm.


         Easily, he pulled the plane up. Bryne was grateful for


Jessica’s help in managing the plane, he doubted if he would have been


able to get the plane off the ground without her. It was apparent that


Jessica was an experienced pilot from the way she had handled herself


and the plane from the co-pilot’s seat. There seemed to be no end to her


talents. This was just one more thing for Bryne to love about her. In no


time they were at the point where they could level off and head back for


the re-con team.


        “Bryne, what are you doing?” Jessie asked him curiously as the


plane continued upward, gaining altitude. “Bryne, we have to go back and


get the re-con team,” she said, her voice hardening with authority and a


tone which had probably helped her to become president. “Turn this thing


around,” she commanded, a definite edge to her voice.


        Bryne’s grin faded as she said that. Pushing his earlier


happiness away, he quickly brought back the impassiveness that had kept


him alive for so long. Steel faced now, he continued to guide the plane


higher into the atmosphere, concentrating on the task at hand. In the


background, he heard Jessica talking to him. He blocked her out to the


best of his ability, concentrating harder than he needed to on flying.


        In the background he heard her calmly explaining to him about


how she was responsible for the safety and well being of her employees.


Telling him about how she had known the three operatives since they had


joined Vertutech and had even helped with their training. Describing the


families of the men they had left behind. Saying how she had to go back


for them, no matter what the danger to herself. She didn’t understand


that there was no reason for them to go back.


        Bryne ignored her even as he forced back the sour taste bile


that rose in his throat, accompanied by the guilt. He knew that she


hadn’t seen what had happened to the others, he had made dead sure that


she didn’t get the chance to look out and see. He had needed to protect


her, just like he had when they had been forced to watch Chief O’Brien


die. There was nothing he wouldn’t have given to stop that moment. As


much as it killed him not to answer her, not to hold her as he explained


what had happened, Bryne kept his eyes straight ahead on the fluffy


cumulus clouds, filling the sky.


        “Bryne, do you hear me? Bryne?” A note of desperation twinged


her words. He was aware of her growing distress. Still, he stared


straight ahead and blocked her out, pushing back the pain.


Jessie stared at Bryne’s cold face in disbelief. She couldn’t believe


that he would leave the re-con team there when they could still save


them. Images of what would happen to them filled her head causing tears


to spring to her eyes. Numbly, she undid her restraints and made her way


out of the cockpit, trying to get as far away from the plane’s only


other passenger as possible.


        As she headed out she brainstormed, trying to come up with a


plan to turn the plane around and go back. Unfortunately, she couldn’t


come up with one plausible idea for rescuing the rescue team. *Rescuing


the rescue team,* she thought to herself. *That might almost be funny if


this wasn’t so serious.* For a moment even she wrestled with the idea of


forcibly taking the plane and going back, but quickly discarded it,


knowing that it wouldn’t really be a contest. Jessica slammed the door


to the cockpit and leaned her head against it in frustration, knowing


there was no way she could save the others.


*************************************************************


                                                    3:00pm


         Race glanced quickly over the papers he held, finding it hard


to concentrate on what lay before him. Tired and little overwhelmed, he


put the sheets down. He knew that if he was going to help Jessie he had


to focus on what he was doing, but it was just too difficult. Bookwork


had always been hard for him, especially when there was so much else


going on around him that came more naturally. He needed to be out there,


actually doing something rather sitting around in a mahogany desk in a


comfortable office, reading.


         Beside him, Jonny dropped his own pile and stood up.


“I can’t take it any more,” he announced. “I’m through with this paper


work crap. There’s gotta be something we could doing that’s more useful


than sitting around here while Jessie’s stuck in some hellhole God knows


where, trying to survive.”


 “Boring, isn’t it?” Myshell asked as she motioned to the open books and


papers. From her seat at the head of the table she continued to work,


never looking up. “Always stuck inside while someone else is out,


rushing around, getting themselves into trouble, saving the day. Does


this situation remind you of anything that’s happened to your family


before?”


        “Huh?” Jonny said, not understanding where Myshell was going


with this whole thing.


“Uh, Jonny? I think I know what Dr. Okowso is getting at with her little


speech,” Sara said gently, speaking for the first time since they had


arrived. Gingerly, she laid her hand on his shoulder, both to show that


she wasn’t yelling at him and to make sure he didn’t go anywhere while


she was explaining, just because he didn’t like what she was saying. “I


think the Doctor was referring to the way you probably treated Jessie


when you were both kids.” Jonny looked at his fiancée blankly, not


understanding her any better than he had the doctor.


        Sara sighed as she realized that she wasn’t going to be able to


lead Jonny to the answer without hitting him over the head and dragging


him there herself. She rolled her eyes slightly as she prepared to try


again, this time being more direct in her approach. “Jonny, whenever


stuff happened to all of you, how did you fix things?”


 “Jessie’d dig up some info on whatever we were going against so we


could make a plan, we’d head out, get to where ever we needed to be, and


then I’d usually jump into the middle of everything with Race,” he


replied, recounting what so often made up his childhood.


“Don’t you think that maybe, just maybe, Jessie might have sometimes


resented your jumping in head first, leaving her and Hadji behind to do


the boring stuff? And that, maybe, she might have wanted to help her


father out too, even if it was just to spend a little quality time with


him?” Sara asked him, being careful never to raise her voice or sound


scolding.


        “Oh. Yeah. Well, I guess she might not of always liked getting


left behind,” Jonny said meekly, his face flushing slightly as he


finally understood more than a little upset that it had taken him so


many years to figure this all out. It did, however, explain why Jess had


sometimes been a little cold to him. Jonny smiled affectionately at


Sara. She returned the expression and gave him a small peck on the cheek


before relaxing her head on his shoulder.


“Hey, Sar?” Jonny asked. She quirked her right eyebrow in response.


“How’d you figure that all out?”


        “Well, I listened to everything that’s been going on here and I


remember all the stories you’ve told me about when you were a kid, so I


just put two and two together,” she replied. She picked her head up to


look him in the eye. “Oh, and Mr. Quest? I had better not ever hear you


say I don’t listen again.”


*************************************************************


                                                     7:30pm


        Bryne checked the plane’s console, making sure everything was


working. From what he could tell, all the readouts were normal for the


particular issue he was in. Bryne knew how lucky he and Jessie were that


nothing had been damaged beyond working order in either of the crashes.


That last thought gave him pause. It was strange that the plane had been


in perfect working order after the crash they had been through. Stranger


still that the plane had crashed at all. The re-con team hadn’t been


coping with the plane as well as they should have been, but that was no


reason for them to crash. It was just too strange.


        Bryne had never believed in luck or fate or any of those other


inexplicable, intangible things that were used to explain the mysteries


that plagued life. There had to be a logical explanation for why the


plane had gone down that first time and Bryne was determined to figure


it out, even if it drove him nuts. A small clanging from the cargo hold


came where Jessica had locked herself in, trying to put as much distance


between the two of them as possible. His heart sunk as he thought of her


back there, probably blaming herself for not being able to turn the


plane around. He hated hurting her like this but he didn’t know how to


tell her about what he had seen yet.


         Bryne brought his mind back to the present so as to prevent


another crash and looked over at his fuel indicator. A little less than


half the fuel had burn off over the six hours they had traveling.


Putting his rusty mathematical skills to the test, he figured they had


about another eight hours left of flying time before the tank needed to


be refueled. He didn’t even want to think about how he was going to


manage that.


        In a little less than two hours they would be reaching the edge


of the continent of Africa. There, Bryne knew he was going to have to


make a difficult decision. He would have to choose whether to land the


plane in the woods, risky in the best of situations, or continue on over


the Atlantic and hope the fuel gauge was right. The trans-Atlantic


voyage would take about seven hours, cutting the fuel limit close. To


close for comfort, but Bryne didn’t see much of a choice. If he could


find an airfield with an adequate landing strip, getting down would


still be next to impossible after all the plane had been through. Not to


mention the fact that Xanthus had to have deployed as many agents as he


could get his hands on. They’d be crawling all over the place.


        Bryne’s forehead crinkled in puzzlement as he thought about the


operatives that should be searching for them. The other operatives, the


ones that had actually caught them and were hauling the plane up, had up


and left for no apparent reason. They had just dropped them and taken


off, something that would probably cost them all their jobs, if not


their lives as well. Nothing that had been going on made any sense. It


was yet another thing he could mull over while he spent the next seven


hours by himself.


*************************************************************


                                                8:29pm


          In the medical center of the complex, a young man watched the


people reacting in the emergency room before him. They had been in there


for what seemed like forever, stitching and repairing on the sole


patient. Doctors and nurses scurried back and forth, checking on stats


and watching machines.


“Vitals are normal, heartbeat’s strong, it looks like he’s gonna make it


after all,” the chief of surgery called. Even as he spoke, the eyes of


the man on the operating table barely fluttered, signaling that he would


be waking soon. The anesthesiologist came over to assess the situation.


Looking at the monitor, he leaned over to get a better look at his


patient, not really paying attention to the unconscious man.


        A hand shot out of nowhere and grabbed the anesthesiologist by


the throat, hauling the struggling doctor down to the table. The man


there opened his bloodshot eyes and fixed them on the unfortunate


doctor.


“What happen?” he rasped, demanding in spite of his weaken state.


“You! Your supposed to be out cold!” the man shouted as best he could,


though he was having problems breathing. The face of the man holding on


darkened menacingly. His appearance was totally different from the one


he had portrayed only hours before. Though wearing only the operating


sheet the man was terrifying. Activity in the room ceased while everyone


focused on the unfortunate man.


“Unfortunately for you, I’m not. What happened?” he rasped again,


tightening his grip enough to cause spots to dance before the doctor’s


eyes.


        “The alarms went …off…plane was…stolen…guards did sweep…found


you…bleeding…came here,” the man wheezed out, even as he struggled to


free himself from the death grip. “Ah, ah,” he gasped, his eyes rolling


back in his head. With an air of distaste the man released his hold on


the doctor’s throat, dropping his limp to the floor.


         With a great effort he brought himself into a sitting position


as he swung his legs over the side of the operating table. For the first


time, he stopped to examine himself, ignoring the frightened faces of


the doctors, huddling in the far corner. He had numerous bruises and


cuts on his body. He traced the line up his face, fingering the stitches


that ran up the right side. For some reason he didn’t remember being


hit, or for that matter, ever losing control of the captives.


         He went back, trying to recall what had happened. He remembered


sending the President of Vertutech and the thief downstairs. He


remembered torturing O’Brien and savoring the twisting of the handle as


he killed him. After all these years, their feud was over. It had ended


the most frustrating as well as the most interesting years of his life.


        Getting rid of O'Brien was supposed to make dealing with the


Bannon He was girl easier. Instead, it had done just the opposite,


giving her the strength she needed get past the guards and attack him.


That had taken care of him and allowed them all to escape, putting back


his plans. He tightened his fists in anger at the way she had been able


to ram through his men and catch them off guard. They would pay with


their lives for that, if they hadn’t already.


        That girl had ruined all he had planned and been able to keep


from O’Brien. He needed her information or the whole thing would go


straight down the drain. The thought of losing everything he had worked


so hard for brought his temper to boil, but he quickly capped his anger.


There would be time for that later, after he had what he needed from the


girl. Right now, he had more important things to do. After all, he had a


President to find….


         From outside the operating room the young looking man stood,


still watching the people in the operating room. He smiled to himself, a


cruel twisting of the mouth that could barely be called such. He had


never seen anyone get the best of his partner, not once in all the years


he had known him.


Knowing he was no longer needed there, the man turned and calmly


strolled toward the hanger bay. Now, he could get on with his real work


without worrying. He knew Xanthus would come through for him, he always


had.


*************************************************************
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                                     November 23, 1:30am


        Jessie sat curled up on the floor, her back to the door leading


from the tiny cargo bay to the cockpit, thinking. She didn�t know how


long she had been back there, she had no concept of time. All that she


knew was that Bryne had left the agents, her friends, back there in the


hands of the enemy and that it was tearing her up inside. She just


didn�t understand it. She couldn�t think of one thing that could justify


his actions.


        The more Jessica thought about Bryne, the more confused she


became. The two had had a single date. A single date in which they had


told each other all one would tell a stranger. They had been simple,


stupid, trivial things about themselves with no real importance. And


now, she hardly knew anything about him, not even what he did for a


living. And, she realized, he knew just as much about her. Or did he?


Jessica suddenly got the feeling that Bryne knew more about her than he


was going to let on.


        A small shudder went up her spine as she groaned, placing her


head in her hands. They had shared a pleasant cup of coffee and had had


a nice conversation. That was where the whole thing should have ended.


But it hadn�t. He had come to her, slept with her, and left again,


leaving no more word or reason then the first time he had run out. He


had no more ties to her than she had to him. There was absolutely no


reason for him to have come all this way and gone to all this trouble to


save her. No reason�.


        Then it hit her. The only reason she could come up with as to


why Bryne wouldn�t head back for the operatives. The only possible


reason for why he was there with her at all. He was kidnapping her


himself. It was the only explanation as to why he was so set on getting


as far away from them as possible. The only explanation for why he had


come all this way, why he had risked his life to get her out of


Xanthus�s base.


        Jessica�s head shot up suddenly as her breathing quickened and


her throat contracted. She could feel her heart skipping beats even as


she tried to deny the most logical explanation. She couldn�t believe he


would do something like this to her. More over, she didn�t want to. The


truth was, although she had just met him, Jessica had fallen head over


heels for Bryne.


        The more she tried to deny it, the more she realized how true it


must be.  Her body shoulder began to throb and she scrunched herself up


as she lost the last of her self-control, hating Bryne for betraying


her. There was nothing she could think of to calm herself down and


heart�s erratic beating worsened. Desperately, she tried to calm her


heart down enough to stop the impending heart attack she could sense was


coming. The suffocating feeling the heart failure created caused her


flash back, reliving the hell that had all but killed her.


        She remembered traveling in Columbia with her mother as a


teenager. They had been driving when the two had been jumped and Jessica


had been dragged alone. She was taken to a laboratory, decrepit and


rotting. There she had been held and tortured in hope of attracting the


Quests attention and luring them into a trap. Knowing that she would be


rescued they had experimented on her, testing all kinds of man-made


compounds on her. Thankfully her body was strong and it had been able to


fight the foreign agents. When the Quests and her father had finally


arrived they had found her abandoned, barely alive. Eventually she had


recovered, but for the rest of her life she would live with a weak


heart.


        Abruptly snapping out of it she came back to the present, seeing


the danger she was in. Jessica reached into her pocket, trying to


control her shaking hands. With a slowness that was aggravating, she


managed to take out a small orange container. Inside it were her heart


pills, designed to return her heart beat to its normal pattern and to


then regulate it. Fumbling with the lid for a moment she popped the top,


pouring the contents into her hand. As best she could she picked out


two, tossed them into her mouth, and hastily swallowed.


        For awhile she sat there, concentrating on her breathing as her


heart began to beat steadily, still weaker than it should be but better


than it had been moments before. Gradually she forced down the pain,


anger, and guilt she was feeling over Bryne�s betrayal. She knew she had


overreacted. He was a stranger, there was no reason for her to be upset


over what he was doing. Rather than letting herself get worked up she


should be planning how best to get home.


        She had to deal with Bryne, as much as it hurt her to think of


it that way, she had to find some way of taking him out. Surveying the


room Jessica tried to get a feel of what she had to work with.


Disappointingly not much was there. There was the single seat, few


floatation devices, parachutes, and a first aid kit strapped to the


wall. The red cross painted onto the tin caught her eye.


        Standing stiffly, Jessica was able to make her way over,


stopping often to keep from straining her heart. When she reached the


box she pulled it down, loudly ripping the tape that held it in place


and brought it with her over to the bench. None to gently she plopped


herself down. Opening it, she took a tally of what was inside.


^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^


         Slowly, he felt his eyelids slip down. His body slumped forward


as his head lolled back against the seat. Bryne struggled to stay awake,


but it just wasn�t working. He felt himself drifting off�as a loud


ripping startled him into wakefulness.  Bolting upright he looked


quickly around, trying to determine what had caused the sound and where


it had come from.


        For a moment he was worried that something had broken just as he


remembered that Jessica was in the back. *It must have been Jess making


that noise,* he thought, tossing a worried glance in the direction of


the door. Remorsefully he sat up in his chair and, fearful he might fall


back to sleep, Bryne engaged the auto-pilot.


        Rubbing his eyes to get the sleep out of them, Bryne suryed the


equipment around him. He and Jessie had already been flying over the


Atlantic for four hours. In three they would be reaching the edge of


South America and Brazil near the border of French New Guinea. Bryne


vaguely wondered how he was going to land in the middle of the


rainforest.


        Another sound, this one of something falling, caught his


attention. Guilt gnawing at him he stood, working the kinks out of his


legs, and stiffly made his way toward the door to check on Jess.


^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^


         The distinctive clomping of boots caused Jessica to look up


from the first aid kit. Around her, Jessica could see the floor


vibrating as Bryne approached. Reaching down into the kit Jessica


brought out a small syringe and a vial. As quickly as her tired body


would allow, she expertly filled the syringe and placed the bottle in


its place back in the kit. She slid the box under the seat and lay down,


giving the appearance that she was sleeping as she carefully hid the


full syringe in her sleeve.


         Her heart pounding in anticipation, Jessica relaxed her muscles


and closed her eyes. The butterflies danced in her stomach as she


nervously waited for Bryne.


^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^


           Bryne slid the door to the cargo bay open and peeked inside.


When nothing was thrown at him, he continued in. As he stepped totally


into the room, Bryne closed the door softly behind him. A definitive


click let him know it was shut all the way. His eyes sweeping the room


he looked for her, seeking her out. Finally his eyes landed on her


motionless form, lying on the seat they had shared earlier.


         So as not to wake her, Bryne slid his feet across the floor,


making only quiet swishing noises rather than the heavy clomping.


Reaching her side he knelt down on the floor to look at her. Gingerly,


he touched her cheek. Suddenly, her hand shot out and caught his arm,


griping it like a vice. Bryne�s eyes flew open in shock as Jessica


pulled the syringe out of her sleeve. Not pausing to aim she randomly


plunged it into the arm she was tightly holding.


        The knowledge of what was happening finally registering as the


pain from the needle sunk in, Bryne wrested his arm from her grip. Even


as he worked to free himself he could feel it was too late. Within


seconds the sedative worked its way into his blood stream, traveling


straight to his heart and from there onto the rest of his body. Pulling


away from her he took a few unsteady steps back, staggering as his legs


began to feel heavy and awkward. Clumsily he fell, landing flat on his


face. In moments he was out cold.


*************************************************************


                                                    2:25am


         Popping her eyes open, Sarah looked cautiously around the


darkened room, taking in her surroundings. All was still in the small


hotel room she and Jonny had been checked into. Even the shadows on the


walls were motionless. Being careful not to disturb Jonny, Sarah gently


lifted the strong arm he had wrapped around her waist and placed it on


the bedside.


         She smiled tenderly at his sleeping form as she reached down


and brushed a disheveled blond lock from his forehead, dragging her


fingers lovingly across his head. His now placid look was a welcome


change from the worry that had riddled his face for the past several


days. With a cat like grace she moved away from the bed to the radiator


located on the far wall from the entrance.


         Bending down she reached over and brought out her suitcase and


noiselessly unzipped it, extracting a small laptop. Taking the computer


in hand, she stole into the bathroom and locked the door behind her.


Quickly she set it up and logged on to the net. Once connected, she


opened into a private chat room. One other person was there, waiting for


her, just as she had expected. Entering she typed first.





Waycompan: Find anything new?


Earthcom: Nothing. It�s like they vanished or something.


Waycompan: You know Flame, always one step ahead. Is omega out?


Earthcom: Yeah, he left yesterday. I still don�t like it. It�s too soon,


we need to run more tests. I�it�s not ready.


Waycompan: And it won�t be until we get everyone and everything back


where they belong. Listen, I know how you feel, but the only person who


can control this thing is kind of out of reach, if you know what I mean.


Just hand in there and we�ll see each other before you know it. That is,


if you told him. You did tell him, right?


        For a few moments there was no reply from the other end. Sarah


patiently waited, knowing how hard it was for her friend to be doing


this. From the other side of the world came the reply, guilty even


through the microchips and word processors that separated the distance


between them.


Earthcom: By tomorrow, he�ll know.


Waycompan: Are you sure? I know it�s been awhile since the last time you


did this, can you handle the dreams?


Earthcom: I know what I�m doing. You take care of your end and I�ll deal


with mine.


Waycompan: But,


    Earthcom has logged off.


 Sarah calmly shut her laptop down. Even from halfway around the world


she could sense her friend�s apprehension over what she had to do. Sarah


sighed to herself, completely understanding her predicament. It was the


same one that faced her, even as she slunk back into the room. She


looked down at the man she loved more than life itself and considered


everything that was going on. Things were too difficult, but that was


the problem with mixing business with pleasure, she reflected as she


eased herself down onto the bed. Something always had to give. And


unfortunately, more often than not, it was the thing you valued most.


*************************************************************


                                                 3:49am


         Leaning back against the seat in his �borrowed� jet, the man


gave the information scrolling down the screen a quick once over. It


seemed that the predicament with the President had stabilized and, for


the first time in awhile, things were looking on the bright side. With a


little luck and some skillful maneuvering on the combined part of the


President and Vertutech, it was hoped that within a couple of days the


entire situation might be totally neutralized.


         Pragmatically looking at the whole thing, the man had his


doubts, to say the least. In his opinion, the company was looking at the


circumstances a little to lightly, not taking in to effect several


elements before trying to wrap up the operation. Though he knew


Vertutech would not give up until the President was home safely, they


way they were handling things might put her in unnecessary jeopardy.


*Haste makes waste,* he thought to himself as he read the data scroll.


         The man had completed the first portion of his mission by


removing the President from immediate harm. Though looking back, he


didn�t know if had actually done so. She might have been better off with


the kidnappers. Being on her own with that thief O�Brien had conned into


going after her might prove to have been a regrettable decision on the


part of the chief. This was not because he was necessarily


untrustworthy, but because of the conditions the two were traveling


under.


There were many people in the company who said you could never really


trust thieves and the like, men and women who lived on the other side of


the law. Not that Vertutech�s staff always operated within the


constrictive confines of what was technically defined as the law.


Rather, they played with the rules, seeing how far they could push and


bend them before the line between lawful and un- was broken. The man


himself had no opinion and as far as he was concerned he didn�t have


enough experience to form one.


        Thinking back to his briefing, he could remember how little


regard the intelligence officer had shown for the thief, though never


even having laid eyes on him. The man wondered if anyone actually knew


anything about the person with whom they were entrusting the life of


their President. Anyone other than himself, that is. While tracing the


President�s signal to Africa, the man had had plenty of free time on his


hands. To kill it, he had challenged his circuitry, so to speak, by


checking on the thief.


        The information that had come up would have been a cause for


optimism, if he had had any doubts to begin with. Personally, he trusted


the President�s judgement with an almost worship like certainty. He had


more reason to believe in her than almost anyone on Earth. She had made


him what he was today, given his life purpose and direction. He would do


anything to repay her, even if it meant blindly trusting her possibly


subjective decision.


*************************************************************


                                                4:52am


        Jessica moved swiftly through the cabin and calmly settled


herself in the pilot�s seat, switching of the autopilot. She had just


come from the back where she had settled Bryne�s limp form as


comfortably as she could on the bench. Looking through several of the


closed compartments had taken a long time, longer than she would have


liked, but finally she had found some decent rope. Putting her father�s


knotting lessons to work, she had firmly tied Bryne to the bench, being


careful not to cut off his circulation.


        When she had left him, he had been resting relatively


peacefully. Even though she knew the whole thing had been self-defense,


Jessica couldn�t stop feeling bad about knocking Bryne out. Well, more


than bad. The feeling she was experiencing was more like awful. She


wished that it hadn�t come down to her sedating him. It would have been


better if the two of them had met under different circumstances so that


maybe something more could have had the chance to develop between them,


but she had done what she had needed to protect herself. That was just


the way it was and her conscience would have to accept it.


        Slowly, she scanned the controls of the cargo plane. Though she


had flown it before with Bryne, she still needed to aquatint herself


with the pilot�s seat. Looking at her gauge, she could see how much fuel


was left in the tank and it was not encouraging. Placing both hands on


the steering wheel, she gently took the plane down through the cloud


line. Clearing the line she could see out in front of her, down to the


ground that was still far below. Surprised by what she saw before her,


Jessica�s eyes widened in disbelief.


        Before her lay a carpet of green, stretching as far as the eye


could see, a living testimony to their location. Jessica swallowed hard


as she looked at the forest that had raised her, the place that seen her


birth and watched as she had grown up. The trees that had comforted her


with their strong presence when she had needed them and the sights and


the sounds that had taught her the meaning of life. Jessica smiled


loving down as she looked out on her home, the Amazon rainforest.


*************************************************************


                                                4:59am


         Xanthus moved slowly through the halls of his once private


base, watching the actions of the remaining guards as they struggled to


get things back to normal. Calmly he surveyed the confusion and chaos,


breathing deeply. There was much he had to do to set things straight and


to repair all the damage that red haired bitch and her friends had


caused. His face twisted into a mask of hate as he thought of her.


        He needed to recapture her, it was imperative to both his


original plans and his revenge on her for the destruction of his work.


To do that he would need to think like her, to get inside her head and


anticipate not only her, but the agents she was traveling with.


Unfortunately, not much was known about the reclusive President of


Vertutech or her habits.


         She was smart, he knew that, but so did every other person on


the planet. She was also very resourceful. After all, she had worked


with the Quest team for years before striking off on her own. But there


had to be more to her than just that. Maybe worrying about capturing her


was not the way to go. Perhaps he should worry about how to deal with


her when she was found, about how he could get the information he


needed. Torturing her friends hadn�t worked and had given her the


strength she had needed to break free. Xanthus knew better than to try


something like that again. He would not make the same mistake twice.


        He would take a different route with her this time. Rather than


attacking her companions, he would go directly after her. She was to


strong for him to use physical persuasion to con her into revealing what


he needed. Mentally could be a completely different story. She of course


had to have her secrets, he knew from reading of her past she was no


angel. There must be things that no one else knew about her, feelings


she kept locked within. If he could get to them, he could get to her. If


only he knew how to access them.


         Xanthus felt a smile creep across his face, an evil thing,


twisted and cruel to behold as the idea came to him. It was so obvious,


he felt almost embarrassed he hadn�t seen it before. Getting the


information out of her would be easy, he just needed to get a hold of


the right instrument to perform the task.


         Again he smiled. Things were looking up for him. Soon, he would


have the plans for Alphaomega, the ultimate super weapon, in his hands.


It was going to be a good day after all.


*************************************************************


                                                  5:14am


         Jessica rubbed her sore neck as she undid her safety restraints


from the pilot�s seat. Rotating her neck she gave herself a well deserve


mental pat on the back. If she did have to say so herself, she had, all


things considered, just pulled off one heck of a landing.


        Standing, she carefully stretched her tender muscles, cramped


from controlling the plane�s jerky movements and being so tightly coiled


from the user�s stress. Working the pain out, she stiffly walked over to


the familiar door that connected the small cargo hold in the back to the


cockpit. Tentatively, she opened the door and warily stepped through,


not sure of what she would find on the other side and even less sure she


wanted to know.


         There, before her was a perfectly orderly hold, undisturbed by


the rolling and bobbing of the plane only moments ago. And there in the


midst lay Bryne, still strapped onto the seat and still out cold.


Walking over to him she crouched down by his motionless form as he had


done for her, hours before, to check on him.


        Jessica let out a sigh of relief as she checked his pulse and


found it was beating steadily. All his vitals were strong and, from the


looks of things, he would be out for quite a while longer. The sedative


was certainly strong, she reflected, seeing that he was asleep after the


wild ride they had just had.


        It had unarguably been an interesting ride down to the forest


floor, to say the least. Jessica was sorry to say that several trees had


been sacrificed when they had �thrown themselves in front of her� but


there hadn�t been much she could do about their conspicuous entrance. It


wasn�t exactly easy to quietly go down in the middle of a rainforest.


         Confident that he wouldn�t awaken any time soon, Jessica went


about packing a small provisions bag. Grabbing a small backpack from by


Bryne, Jessica stuffed the first aid kit and several other useful


looking things from she had located when trying to find the rope inside.


Then, she enthusiastically popped open the hatch and jumped down into


the nearest tree, eager to explore the area and reacquaint herself with


her home she.  Hopping easily through its majestic branches while


avoiding the broken boughs, she made her way down to the ground.


        Once there she looked around, getting a feel for her


surroundings. Then she memorized several distinct spots that could be


used as markers for when she was making her way back later. On a whim,


she headed to the right side, back and around the plane. Traveling


quickly over the familiar style of terrain, Jessica confidently took off


for parts unknown.


*************************************************************


                                            8:52am


         Bryne leaned down and, fiercely pulling her body to his, locked


their mouths together. Passionately, his mouth moved over hers,


demonstrating a familiarity that only the longest of lovers are said to


share. Finally breaking the embrace for air, he breathed deeply, taking


in rapid lung fulls of air. As he regained his breath, he couldn�t help


but look down at her. In no time he found himself getting lost in the


beautiful, deep green pools of her eyes. *God,* he thought to himself,


*she�s gorgeous.* Confidently, he let his hand trail from her waist to


settle on the gentle swell of her hips.


         Smiling at the liberty he took, she returned his gaze with the


same emotion she encountered in his, a combination of passion, longing,


and love. Following his lead, she placed her hands on his chest and


slipped them up around his neck. Missing the feel of his mouth, she


pulled him back to her, locking them in yet another kiss. Inwardly he


smiled even as he wove his hand through her thick red hair and kissed


her back.


        Immersing himself in the taste of the woman before him, Bryne


drowned out all else around him. Suddenly, a blow from the side landed


painfully in his stomach. Catching him off guard, the blow knocked him


hard and threw him away from her. Bryne�s body flew through the air and


he hit the ground with his back, sending off a dull thud.


         Instinctively he curled an arm around his middle, trying to


protect his injured stomach as he went to stand. Getting to his knees he


was about to rise when from behind, something hit him, this time


catching him in the head and knocking him back to the floor. He rolled


onto his back and placed his hand over the throbbing spot on his skull,


trying to quiet the pain. From all sides invisible enemies surrounded


him, striking without warning, keeping him from rising.


         The pain lancing through his body, Bryne did his best to fend


off the blows by shielding himself with his arms, sometimes even lashing


out at the unseen. Not once did he make contact but only served to wear


himself out, his body more bruised by the second. Out of nowhere an evil


voice began laughing, deep and maniacal. Louder the voice got as the


owner approached. Bryne pried open a swollen eyelid only to come face to


face with him.


         �So nice of you to join us, Mr. West. I trust you�ve been


enjoying yourself?� the man asked, his voice ringing with laughter.


Bryne, unable to speak, merely growled in reply. �Bet you thought you


had me taken care of, eh?� The man grabbed Bryne�s hair and hauled him


up.


 �Montigue,� he ground out, forcing back the pain as he was raised off


the ground. The man grinned wickedly and gave a mock salute with his


free hand.


        �So glad you remember me,� he jeered. He produced a ceremonial


dagger from thin air, a very familiar looking knife. �Now that we�re


alone, we can finally finish what we started, all those dreams ago.�


Montigue brought his arm up and swung it down quickly.


�NO!� screamed a voice as a small body hurled toward them, blocking the


dagger�s descent. The knife embedded itself firmly in body�s chest as


the woman plummeted to the floor. Bryne screamed and jerked up. His body


hit violently hit the restraints, the physical pain snapping him out of


his dream.


        Bryne blinked several times as he shook off the dream, a strange


continuance of the others before. His heart ached, once again he had


been unable to stop the woman from dying. Forcefully, he pushed back the


emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. Trying to take his mind off


the woman, Bryne went to look at what was holding him still.


         Though it was hard, he moved his head so he could see what was


keeping him still. Tightly wrapped around his body was a thick rope,


expertly tied in strategic places. Blinking several times Bryne was able


to clear the remaining fogginess from his mind so he could think of how


to deal with the situation.


         The last thing he could remember was coming back to check on


Jessie, coming over to her�and being painfully stabbed with a hypodermic


needle. Bryne sighed as he recalled the last part. His arm still


throbbed from where the needle was jabbed in. Gingerly he rotated first


one arm and then the other as far as he could, testing the confines of


the ropes. He repeated this experiment with his legs. Everything had


been well secured. Resolutely, he began to work on untying the first


knot he could reach.


        The going was slow and difficult. The knots that held him in


place were intricately laced together and could have only been done by


the kind of small, delicate fingers Jessica had. This made them even


harder to get out as his fingers were so much larger than hers.


        The work was menial and boring, requiring patience but not too


much brain-power. This meant that Bryne was left with a lot of time on


his hands. Time he filled with thinking and planning. He didn�t know why


exactly Jessica had sedated him and tied him up, but he had every


intention of finding out, no matter how much friction it created between


the two of them. For some strange reason, he had the feeling he was


biting off more than he could chew.


*************************************************************











