Lord of the Deep


The sharp glare of sunlight reflecting off the waves cut visibility to about ten miles past shore.  Even with his Predator’s glare dampeners it took Dietrich a few moments to notice the convoy’s approach from his perch atop a huge tree.  He twitched his right thumb to activate the power armor’s optical magnification, and zoomed in on the largest of the approaching vessels.  Hours of briefing and combat footage failed to prepare him for the sheer size of the Death’s Head transport.  Its black and white visage was a grim specter of death, and he could imagine the fear it would strike in any who opposed it.

Flanking the warship were more than a dozen smaller shapes flying in precise formation just above the choppy water.  Good.  Keeping low would make them invisible to most forms of radar.  He panned back to take them all in, and gave a slight gasp.  There.  Zooming in again he focused on one of the SAMAS flying escort.  It was considerably larger and a lot more intimidating than the few SAMAS he’d seen before.  This must be one of the new types of power armor that the Coalition States had recently unveiled.

If the approaching envoy were following orders they would be maintaining radio silence.  Of course he had no idea if they were following orders.  The NGR’s military was a masterful example of efficiency, and he knew that his troops would follow any commands to the letter.  Their new Coalition allies, on the other hand, were an unknown quantity.  The technology that they had deployed over the last few years was impressive, but meant little if the troops using it would break at the first sign of a threat.  

He watched the convoy for a few more moments, and then activated his external speakers, “Our allies approach.  Hans.  Lars.  Power up and follow me.  The rest of you fan out and widen the perimeter.  No doubt our friends will want to rest before we bring them home, ja?”

Dietrich keyed a switch in his right gauntlet and the massive engine of his X-10A Predator rumbled to life.  The power armor was a personal favorite, and an excellent killing machine.  It was slower and more bulky than the Coalition SAMAS, but more than made up for it with heavier armor and advanced weaponry.  In the back of his mind he wondered briefly how he would fare in a fight against one of the new SAMAS, but dismissed the thought.  The Coalition States were one of the few bastions of humanity remaining, and they were allies.

His squad moved with practiced ease.  Within moments they had entered their respective armor or robot, and quickly powered up the idling machines.  Hans and Lars took their Predators to an altitude of twenty feet, and he drifted between them.  Beneath him the trees shook as Espen and Finn maneuvered their Ulti-Maxs into position on opposite sides of the clearing.  The sixteen foot tall machines were widely feared for good reason.  Ulti-Maxs boasted a wide area of weapons, and some of the densest armor found on any robot. 

As impressive as they were the X-5000 Devastator towered over them.  It was easily the largest, most powerful robot that the NGR could field.   It contained enough firepower to cut a swathe through hundreds of enemies, and required a crew of three just to run it.  In a pinch it could hold up to four suits of power armor just like Dietrich’s, as well as extra crew.  It was truly a mobile fortress.  Because there were so few it was unusual to see one this far from the strongholds of the NGR, but his superiors had thought it worthwhile to impress their new allies. 


“Coalition forces,” he announced over a broad channel, “In the name of the New German Republic I welcome you to Europe.”


A long moment of silence passed, and he was about to repeat his greeting when a thickly accented voice cut in, “NGR forces this is the Coalition transport Grim Reaper requesting permission to approach and land.”


“Affirmative, Grim Reaper.  My men and I will lead you in.”


Dietrich kicked in his thrusters and his Predator rocketed out over the water.  Hans and Lars flew tight formation a few feet to either side of his X10 as he closed the gap with the Grim Reaper.  The Coalition forces grew nearer and he made out more detail.  Most of the suits were pitted and scarred with signs of prolonged combat.  Not surprising.  Crossing the Atlantic was neither quick nor easy, and very few survived the trip.


As if summoned by his thoughts a huge shadow grew under the surface of the water.  At first he thought that it must be a trick of the light, but as the shadow grew larger he knew something huge and terrible was about to emerge.


“Coalition forces be advised.  Something is surfacing underneath you.  Gain altitude.  I repeat gain….”


A huge tentacle, at least several hundred feet long, shot out of the water.  Writhing from the main trunk were hundreds of lesser tentacles, and even the smallest was thicker than his leg.  The creature, whatever it was, moved deceptively fast despite its incredible size.  Tentacles wrapped around members of the SAMAS escort, and Dietrich stared in mute horror as one of the armored suits was literally crushed.  The thickets tentacle looped around the Grim Reaper, but a withering barrage of fire slowed it enough for the transport to evade.


The Coalition response was precise and professional.  The remaining SAMAS nimbly dodged the mass of tentacles, and peppered the beast with bursts from rail guns or missiles at those that got too close.  Greenish blood spurted where they hit, and more than one of the smaller tentacles was severed.  Still, the massive barrage didn’t seem to phase the beast and it lashed back at the SAMAS.


“Alpha squad move in to assist the Coalition forces.  Bravo we need as much fire support as you can muster,” Dietrich commanded.


“Acknowledged, Captain.” 

His two subordinates sped off to aid their coalition counterparts.  Perhaps their Predator’s would have more success than the SAMAS had, but he doubted it.  This thing had a speed and ferocity he’d rarely encountered even among the Gargoyle Empire. 

Suddenly tentacles were writhing all around Dietrich and he fought to gain altitude.  One seized his right leg and jerked down so hard he bit his tongue.  Before he could react another wrapped around a wing, and with a tortured screech of metal he felt it rip free.  He snapped off two quick blasts with his ion cannon, but the tentacle holding his leg held on stubbornly.  Damn these things were tough.  He let loose both plasma missiles at the writhing mass below.  The moment stretched on forever as they corkscrewed towards their target.  They sank into the creature and it bulged outward before exploding into a spray of brackish blood and rubbery flesh.

Both tentacles imprisoning him fell away but the damage had been done.  His Predator plummeted towards the hungry waters like a rock tossed by some careless giant.  Most of the SAMAS were down and several of the tentacles had a firm grip on the Grim Reaper.  The Death’s Head transport dished an impressive amount of damage into the creature, but for every tentacle that it severed another two coiled around it.  He feathered his thrusters, but he was losing altitude fast.  Things were getting desperate.


“Dietrich to Devastator one.  Slave your firing controls to my guidance system.”


“Yes sir.  Synching in three…two…one,” a voice echoed back.  He aimed the right arm of his Predator about a hundred feet below the transport, and sent a command back to the Devastator.  Moments later a fleet of missiles emerged from the tree line and shot towards the densest part of the creature.  One after another they ripped into it, and through the cloud of greenish blood and chunks of still writhing tentacles the Grim Reaper broke free and accelerated toward safety.  


The water rushed up at him and he went under with a huge splash.  For one panicked moment he couldn’t tell which direction was up in the murky water, but then his armor’s gyroscope righted itself and he felt himself sinking feet first.  He double checked the environmental seals, and was relieved to find them intact.  The battle had taken place near the coast, and if he was lucky he might be able to walk his Predator to shore before his air supply ran out.


Dietrich tried to remain calm as the minutes passed and he continued to sink.  The water couldn’t be that deep here.  Could it?  Not knowing what sort of creatures lurked in the inky depths made him nervous.  He flipped on his external floodlights, but even the powerful bulbs failed to penetrate more than a few meters.  Finally his feet found solid footing.  He sank up to his knees in the fine silt of the ocean floor, but he was able to pull himself free with a little effort.  He began half jumping; half lurching in the direction his sensors maintained would lead back to shore.  Minutes passed and he felt like he was making progress.  Maybe he would survive this after all.

His brief surge of hope was smothered as something cold settled over his heart.  A nameless dread more urgent than anything he had ever felt filled his mind.  Some thing was out there.  Something evil.  Something more powerful and more complex than his mind could ever understand.  And it was coming for him.  Cold sweat coated him.  Every muscle screamed at Dietrich to keep moving, but he froze in place.

I come.


The voice echoed through his mind.  Horrible images raced by faster than he could comprehend.  Dietrich recoiled into a tiny part of himself, and could only watch as the abominations marched through his mind.


Power.  I offer POWER.


“What are you?” He wasn’t sure if he screamed or whispered.  There was no response, but the images changed.  Indescribable monstrosities swarmed over coastal villages, ships, and some sort of underwater civilization.  Everywhere he saw death.  
Then Dietrich was one of them.  His mind filled with terrible rage and a dizzying feeling of power.  He felt his claws rend the flesh of innocents.  He roared and at the sound both man and beast cowered.  He raised his claw once again, and looked for another victim.  Before him lay a human woman.  She was covered with blood, and he knew instinctively that she would die of her wounds.  Yet despite the pain she still managed to shield an infant with her body.


Revulsion filled him.  This was wrong.  All of this was wrong.

  
“No!” this time he was sure he screamed, “I reject you.”


Anger.  RAGE.

What he felt was more emotion than thought.  He had never felt, had never even conceived that such fury was possible.  Fully prepared for death Dietrich braced himself for whatever retribution or punishment this evil would mete out.  To his surprise the presence receded, and then was gone.  His own ragged breathing echoed within the confines of the Predator.  Numbness stole over him, and he lingered for several heartbeats before the rational part of his mind took over.  One plodding step after another, he trudged along the ocean floor.


How much time passed he wasn’t sure, but eventually Dietrich emerged into the fading sunlight.  Waves crashed around him as he pushed towards the shore.  When he was positive that the ebb and flow of the water was far enough behind him he turned to look at the water.  The setting sun filled the water with a bloody red hue.


He sagged weakly to his knees, and sank mercifully down into oblivion.  

*
*
*
*
*


Dietrich jerked awake with a gasp.  He desperately struggled to move, and when he couldn’t felt panic overtaking him.  Was he paralyzed?  The feeling receded, if only slightly, when he realized where he was.  His armor was face down in the sand.  The power had shut down due to inactivity.  That was why he couldn’t move.  He keyed a short sequence and with a sharp hiss the seals to his suit popped open.  He pulled himself out of the small opening in the back of his armor, and tumbled to the wet sand a few feet below.


He lay there for several seconds gulping in huge breaths of the early morning air.  The breeze drifting off the ocean felt good, but his body armor was still confining.  Cocking his head Dietrich caught a glimpse of his reflection in the still glossy armor of the Predator.  Dark circles were etched under normally clear blue eyes, and close-cropped blond hair was matted with sand.

Yesterday he would have called the waves crashing behind him beautiful, but now they inspired terror somewhere deep inside.  He dimly recalled nightmare after horrible nightmare, but it was a jumbled series of disjointed images.  All were terrible and had to do with some nameless thing. 


A shiver that couldn’t be explained by the early predawn chill traveled up his spine.  He didn’t want to think about the dreams anymore.  Dietrich turned his attention to his armor, and a frown creased his face.  It would no longer fly, as if that wasn’t bad enough.  The Predator wasn’t going to do much walking either.  The actuators in the right ankle had been crushed, and he had neither the tools nor the time to fix them.  The radio might work but since it used the wings as an antenna its range would be limited.


He could probably make the armor move, but it would be at a slow walk.  Given the size of the armor it would make a lot of noise, and that would attract attention he could definitely do without.  With a regretful sigh Dietrich opened a small compartment and withdrew his survival kit.  Inside the backpack he found three days of food and water along with a first aid kit.  He strapped his vibro-knife to the leg of his body armor, and checked to make sure that his sidearm was loaded.  For all the good it would do him.  He could probably use it to annoy an attacker before it either crushed or ate him.


His squad’s campsite from the previous day was probably close, but even if he could find it he doubted that his men would have left anything he could use.  Trying to raise them on his armor’s radio wasn’t going to work either.  He was on the northern shore of what had once been called France, and that meant about five or six hundred miles of hostile territory to cover before he was close enough to seek help.  The trip here had been faster because of his squad’s armor, and a lot safer due to their firepower.  Now he had neither.


Dietrich buckled on the backpack, and took a bearing from the compass in the hilt of his vibro-knife.  At first walking was painful but after a few hundred yards he managed to work the kinks out of his muscles.  It was an odd feeling being on his own like this.  He had grown up in the NGR and on the few trips outside of its borders he had always been surrounded by friendly troops.  Despite being alone he felt a sense of purpose and more confidence than he would have expected given the situation.


Before long he reached the tree line and after taking shelter beneath their massive branches he felt a little better.  He was a decent woodsman and found the going easy enough.  Twice on the first day he heard the roar of some creature he couldn’t identify, but both times it was distant.  Near twilight he found a huge oak that had split down the middle.  He took shelter in the bole of its massive trunk, and lay awake for hours before dozing into a fitful slumber.  

The brightness of the morning sun pulled him up from the depths of the nightmares.  Trying to forget them he opened a small plastic container that claimed to hold steak and mashed potatoes.  Dietrich squeezed the tasteless orange paste into his mouth.  At least he felt a bit better with something in his stomach.  When he was finished he put the empty container back in his pack, and looked about carefully to make sure that he had left no traces of his presence.  He doubted he was being followed, but it was best to be careful anyway.


When Dietrich was ready he took a bearing with the compass and moved east again.  The land was fairly flat, though the forest was thick.  Around noon he wandered across a road that roughly paralleled his course.  


He made much better time on the beaten track and guessed that he covered just over twenty miles by the time dusk fell.  At this rate it would take him just under a month to get home.  He was looking for a campsite when he heard a scream not far ahead.  Drawing his sidearm he sprinted in the direction the cry had come from.  Ahead on the road he saw a humanoid figure standing over a prone woman.  She was holding an arm aloft as if to ward off a blow.


Dietrich skidded to a halt about thirty feet away.  With practiced ease he sighted down the length of his pistol drawing a bead on the back of the attacker’s head.

“One more step and I’ll you’ll have an extra hole in your head.” His voice was calm even if his heart was racing.  He could have fired, but depending on who his assailant was that might do nothing more than make him angry.  He thought that he was prepared for just about any response, but what happened made his jaw go slack.

The woman on the ground started laughing, and the ‘menacing figure’ helped her to her feet.  At the same time four other people came out of hiding all around him.  He had walked into an ambush.  Lovely.  They had probably been tailing him for hours.

“I think that you had better put down the pistol before I put an extra hole in your head,” came an amused voice from behind him.  A feminine voice.  Laughter rang out all around him but despite the embarrassment he let his pistol fall to the ground.

“Now put your hands over your head, and turn around slowly.”

He did as he was ordered.  As he turned he took a closer look at his captors.  One had mottled green skin and a thick gut bulging out of its shirt.  The rest appeared to be human.  Each wore a dark cloak, but under that their clothing was a riot of colors.  Garish reds, blues and yellows contrasted in odd patterns.  Gypsies.  Better and better.

“You’re kind of cute for a thug.  Its too bad really,” the voice belonged to a chestnut haired woman in the same garb as the others.  In other circumstances he may have called her crooked smile alluring, but right now knocking a few teeth loose sounded like a better idea.

“If you harm me you have to know the NGR will bring swift retribution on your tribe.”

“First of all, human, we are a family not a tribe.  Second, you are in no position to make threats.  We are hundreds of miles from anywhere that your people hold sway.  That means they either left you for dead or you are a deserter.”

Her comment surprised him, and he took a better look at her.  The tips of her ears curved upwards and her eyes had a slight almond shape.  She was an elf.

“What do you want with me?” he demanded.

“Your weapons, your money and anything else that catches my eye,” she ticked off a finger with each demand.

“I don’t have any money.  My weapons are worthless to you.  So now what?”

“That’s most unfortunate,” she sighed, “Brin, bind his hands behind him.  Maybe he’s worth something to the NGR.”

“Are you sure, Tira?” the green skinned D-Bee asked.  
Tira’s lips tightened in anger.  A well-built elf stepped forward and picked up Dietrich’s weapon.  He wrapped some sort of root around his Dietrich’s wrists, and whispered something that the soldier couldn’t make out.  Suddenly the roots constricted painfully and his wrists were mashed together.

“Get moving,” Tira shoved him roughly.


By the time they’d walked back to the Gypsies’ encampment full night had fallen.  He heard the place long before he saw it.  Several types of music seemed to be playing at once, and the discordant mingling made it difficult to pick out a specific tune.  He counted eight vehicles arranged in a rough half circle around a huge bonfire.  Some were modified military, but most looked like SDC transports.  It amazed him that these seemingly careless people could survive out here.


The D-Bees accompanying him were greeted warmly as the camp became aware of them.  They had differing reactions to Dietrich.  Some catcalled or yelled insults while others fell quiet or whispered in small groups.  The stories that he had always heard said Gypsies didn’t like outsiders.  


Tira led the group to one of the oldest vehicles.  It had been some sort of APC at one time, but decades of modifications and the motley of armor patches had transformed it into some sort of Frankenstein machine.  When they reached the vehicle she stopped and waited patiently.  Her companions, evidently convinced that he was harmless, took the opportunity to drift away and join friends around the fire.  She rapped gently on the door, and then settled back to wait.


Eventually it opened and a matronly elf emerged.  Her garb was similar to the other Gypsies, but around her brow sat a delicate circlet adorned with an eye.  It was so realistically carved that it gave Dietrich the odd feeling that she had a third eye.  When her gaze fell on him he felt as if something cold were passing over him.  She cocked an eyebrow in what he took for curiosity.


“Who do you bring before me, Tira?”


“We…I mean I…felt that he was important Seer,” she explained nervously.  Her whole demeanor changed drastically, and if anything he would call it submissive.


“Perhaps he is at that.  Bring him inside.”  Tira looked startled at the Seer’s words, but had enough presence of mind to shove him forward.  He could tell she was angry and that annoyed him.  He was the one who had been kidnapped.


The inside of the APC somehow seemed larger than the outside.  It was a spacious room with a number of cushions spread about the floor.  Where the décor had been garish outside it seemed tasteful here.  A gauzy curtain sectioned off one part of the room, which he took for the Seer’s sleeping quarters.  The only other furniture was a small table near the center of the floor.


Tira hustled him toward the table, and shoved him into a kneeling position next to it.  The Seer waited for her to sit before descending gracefully next to them.  She chanted in some alien tongue while lighting several candles arranged in a strange pattern on the table.  The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as she neared the crescendo, and he wondered if she was casting some sort of spell.  When she was finished the old woman turned to Dietrich and delivered a piercing gaze.


“You are much more than you appear to be.  What are you?” her tone brimmed with authority, and for a moment he felt a strong desire to please her.  Then his usual stubbornness reasserted itself.


“What am I?  I’m pissed off, that’s what I am.  First I’m ambushed on the road and then robbed.  As if that wasn’t bad enough she drags me here for some reason that I can’t figure out…” he trailed off.  Something in her gaze smothered his anger.


“You foolishly allowed yourself to be captured by a simple ruse, and for that you can blame no one but yourself.   Still, you have been invited into my home as a guest.  I give you my word that we will not harm you.  Now, what are you?”


“I don’t understand.  I am an NGR soldier.  Surely you can see that,” Dietrich explained warily.  Perhaps this was a test, but if so it was lost on him.


“True.  You wear the garb of a soldier.  Yet you thrust aside my magics as if they were nothing.”


“Magics?”


“Earlier I tried to probe your mind, but you resisted.  Once you entered my wagon I cast a spell to make you more pliable, and I felt it unravel even as I cast it.  Your mind is closed to me.  I have never seen the like.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he explained, and meant it.  Tira looked just as confused as he.  Suddenly an idea occurred to him.


“Besides, if I can ‘thrust aside your magics’ how did you bind my hands?”


“The Ycari root is a living thing.  It understands its own speech, and will obey commands if given.  But it is not magical.  However, I do believe you.  You honestly don’t seem aware of what you are doing.”


“Seer, if he can prevent your magics then he is dangerous.  We should kill him before…”


“Tira,” the older woman’s voice cracked like a whip, “This man has been in my home.  He is a guest and you will remember our ways.  Now go and fetch us some tea.”


Tira flinched as if she’d been struck and then scurried behind the curtain.  When she was gone the Seer gazed searchingly into his eyes.


“I do not have the right to return your weapons, and I wouldn’t even if I could.  Those rightfully belong to Tira and the others who captured you.  But I will at least free you,” the old woman whispered something and reached behind his back to touch his bonds.  Suddenly the root went limp and he felt a million needles as the blood rushed back into his hands.


“Thank you,” he replied after a moment.  Dietrich did not share the rabid hatred of D-Bees that many of his comrades did, but he didn’t entirely trust them.  Yet other than humiliation and the loss of his pistol he hadn’t really been harmed.


“We are traveling in the direction of your NGR.  If you wish it you may remain with us.  Tira will gladly share her wagon with you.”


Shattering crockery followed by something that could only be a curse in some strange language came from beyond the curtain.  Despite himself Dietrich felt a grin stretch across his face.  He got the feeling that she wasn’t put in her place very often, and after the way that she had treated him he was glad he’d been here to see it.

*
*
*
*
*


Over the next two weeks Dietrich gradually lowered his guard around his strange new companions.  With the Seer’s blessing the rest of the Gypsies accepted his presence without comment.   The caravan moved slower than he would have liked, but they made better time than he was likely to on his own.  As far as he could tell they traveled with no discernible goal.  One day they would press on forty miles only to stop at some insignificant clearing.  Afterwards they might stop for three days to rest and enjoy the scenery.

He felt a little naked without his weapons, but despite his misgivings the caravan didn’t meet a single threat.  Tira, who had finally begun talking to him after the third day, claimed it was because the Seer guided them around such dangers.  At one time he may have scoffed at such a notion, but after seeing her cure the sick and foretell several people’s future he was not as sure.  The NGR taught that magic and other similar practices were wrong, but as of yet he had seen her do nothing but good for her people.

“Look at you just lounging there.  If you are going to travel with us the least you could do is work,” Tira snapped at him.  He couldn’t help but smile.  She knew just as well as he did that there was no work to do.

“Get me a rifle and I can help with the hunting,” he quipped.  There was no way she was going to give him a weapon.  Not that they feared him.  Rifles were expensive and he had nothing to pay with.

The elf turned away with a snort and stalked away from the transport.  They had been camped here for a full three days, and the inactivity was beginning to wear on her.  He had asked the Seer why and she had told him to be patient.  She seemed to be expecting something, and since her word was law no one questioned her decision.

It was nearing midday when Dietrich felt the first stirring of something.  He didn’t know what it meant, but it tugged at him.  He knew exactly what direction it was coming from, and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if he followed his instincts he would find whatever it was.  This wasn’t the first time he had felt it.

The dreams had receded over his first few days with the Gypsies, and when they finally stopped he was left with a new understanding.  He had a name to go with the terror that he had faced.  The Lord of the Deep.  It was a terrible creature that nested somewhere in the depths, and where it passed evil followed.  He knew that the twisted beast needed to be stopped, and felt a firm resolve to fight it wherever and however he could.

His musings were interrupted by a sudden sense of urgency.  Whatever it was out there was getting closer.  He could feel it.  Dietrich looked around for Tira, but she was nowhere to be found.  He sprinted to the Seer’s wagon and banged on the door as hard as he could.

“Seer!  Open the door.”

The door slid open after a moment and the motherly elf stepped into the mid afternoon sunlight.  Her hair was disheveled as if she had been sleeping, but her eyes remained alert.

“What is it, Dietrich?” she asked warmly.  The pair had spent many afternoons in long conversation, and he actually considered the strange D-BEE a friend.

“Something is coming.  A threat,” he panted.
“Yes, I know.  Observe,” she gestured.  The very old and the very young were already disappearing into their vehicles, and everyone who could fight had a weapon in hand.

“What about me?” Dietrich demanded.

“What about you?”

“Give me a rifle.  Hell, give me a sharp stick.  I can fight!”

“I have no weapon to give you.  I don’t own any,” she smirked.  This was so infuriating.  These people could die and he was powerless to help.

His head snapped around almost against his will.  Whatever was coming had nearly reached them.  Those who could fight were armed and waiting. The rest scurried into the wagons.  He spotted Tira sprinting in from the forest.  She was on the opposite side of the clearing from the approaching danger, bless the Republic.
With a deafening crash a huge gargoyle leaped through the trees and landed next to one of the APCs.  Though Dietrich had seen and fought such creatures before the sight was still impressive.  The beast stood over fifteen feet tall and its dark gray skin was harder than any stone.  Razor sharp claws tipped each finger and two jagged horns well over a foot long added to its menacing height.  Moving faster than its adversaries could track the Gargoyle’s long tail snapped forward and encircled one of the Gypsy’s necks.  There was a sickening crunch and with a booming laugh the gargoyle hurled the corpse into one of the APCs.  A hollow thud echoed through the camp as the body impacted.

The rest of the Gypsies opened fire with all manner of weapons.  Pulse rifles, lasers and slug throwers peppered the beast, but did little more than anger it.  Then several more creatures emerged from the woods.  Dietrich recognized them as Gurgoyles.  They were shorter than the Gargoyle, and lacked their larger cousin’s wings.  Still, they were formidable in their own right.

His instincts finally kicked in and Dietrich ran full tilt toward the APC where the first victim’s body still lay.  By some miracle the man’s WR-15 rifle was clutched in his lifeless hand.  Dietrich skidded to a halt and ripped it from its former owner.  Spinning around he took stock of the situation.  Two of the Gurgoyles were using energy rifles, and a third was dismembering Gypsies with a Kittani plasma sword.  At least a dozen of his new comrades were down, and the rest would join them without help.

As Dietrich took aim at the Gurgoyle with the plasma sword he heard the Seer reaching the crescendo of some spell.  Then he tuned everything out and became one with his weapon.  When the crosshairs settled on his target’s right eye he gently stroked the trigger.  A beam of coherent light ripped into the Gurgoyle’s face, and the beast staggered back with an agonized cry.  Dietrich felt a moment’s surprise, but even as his mind registered it his feet were moving.  It was an excellent shot but there was no way that it should have done that sort of damage.

The Seer had managed to wrap one of the Gurgoyles in a blue glowing net, and another had been brought down by the combined firepower of the remaining Gypsies.  They were much fewer now, and unless something changed there could be only one outcome.  Dietrich wove his way through the wagons until he found the corpse of the Gurgoyle that he had killed.  There.  He dropped his rifle and snatched up the plasma sword that the creature had wielded.

Whirling around Dietrich saw the Gargoyle moving towards the Seer.  The Gypsies were also aware of it, but despite their best efforts couldn’t even slow the beast.  As his legs pumped underneath him Dietrich feared that he would be too late.  He hurled his body the last few yards just as the creature’s tail began its descent.  There was no time to block it, but at least he could trade his life for hers.  The tail stabbed towards his chest like a bolt of lightning, and he braced himself for death.

A strange tingling tickled his skin and the Gargoyle’s attack skittered off his chest in a shower of sparks.  Both opponents stood surprised, but Dietrich recovered first.  With a grunt of effort he swung the plasma sword in an overhead arc.  Energy flickered around the blade as it sheered through the Gargoyle’s left elbow.  Steaming blood showered down on him, and his opponent staggered back.

The beast’s eyes narrowed and it settled into a combat stance.  It understood that this was no longer a game.  He could hurt it.  Maybe even kill it.  Dietrich circled to his right, but kept close enough to guarantee that he would keep the Gargoyle’s attention.  From the corner of his eye his saw Tira helping the Seer to her feet.

Several tense moments passed as the combatants circled each other.  In the vids that Dietrich had loved as a boy he and the Gargoyle would have exchanged barbs and laughed as they fought.  The reality was a far different thing.  Both respected the other and their silence spoke volumes.

The muscles bunched in his opponent’s mighty legs, but as it left the ground Dietrich rushed it.  His sudden move caught the Gargoyle off guard, and its tail plowed a furrow nearly two feet behind him.  It lowered a massive wing to block his sword just as he had hoped.  As the wing obscured the beast’s vision he dropped to one knee, throwing his whole body into a strike at the beast’s knee.  The blade crackled and sputtered angrily as it bit into the Gargoyle’s leg.

He finished the move by rolling behind his opponent, and regained his footing while the Gargoyle struggled to face him.  Its tail swept along the ground in an attempt to trip him, but he danced out of range.   His opponent clearly favored its left leg now, and a steady stream of black blood continued to pump from the severed stump where its right hand had once been.  Dietrich continued to circle the beast in an effort to keep it off balance.  It was limping now, and its face was locked into a mask of hatred.  It had to know that it was weakening, and that meant it would want to finish the fight quickly.

Sure enough the creature gathered itself on its right leg and leapt.  It used its wings to stabilize its flight, and came down right on top of him.  Trusting that the mysterious force that had saved him before was still there he let it grab him with both clawed hands.  As it came down on him he jabbed the plasma sword upward with all of his strength.  
As the tip sank into the creature’s gut he thumbed a switch that sent a massive energy discharge rippling up the blade.  The force of its own body pushed the sword all the way through the Gargoyle’s back, and the plasma blast finished the grisly work.

Its hot fetid breath crashed over him like a wave as the weight of its body bore him to the ground.  Its claws raked at the shimmering shield around him and left deep furrows in the chest and legs of his armor.  After a few moments the blows grew weaker, and he knew that the Gargoyle’s strength was ebbing.  It gave one long shuddering breath and then lay still.

Dietrich struggled to get out from under its impossibly heavy body, but his arms and legs remained pinned.  Breathing was becoming difficult and black spots swam across his vision.  Dietrich began to feel lightheaded, and laughed to himself at the situation.  He had managed to kill a Gargoyle single handedly only to die under its lifeless corpse.

Suddenly the pressure was removed and he sucked in a deep breath of blessedly fresh air.  He staggered to his feet ready to fight, but the Gypsies had managed to kill the last two Gurgoyles.  Looking around he saw two thick cables tied around the Gargoyle’s body, and after a moment he understood.  They had tied an APC to it and used the vehicle to pull it off of him.

“Thank you,” he gasped at Tira as she climbed down from the driver’s side.

“You didn’t deserve it, but I supposed it would have been a waste to let you die,” she bristled.  The comment was half hearted and they both knew it.

“I told you, Dietrich,” the Seer dusted herself off, “You are more than you appear.”

She was right.  He had no idea how or why he seemed to have these new abilities, but the fact was that he did.  Perhaps they were linked to his ordeal with the Lord of the Deep, but whatever the reason he was going to use them to combat the threats that others couldn’t.

For now, though, he was going to help these people bury their dead.  They had been through a lot, and whatever the NGR said they didn’t deserve it.  He didn’t pretend to know what would happen after that, but he did know that he would face it unflinchingly.

The End…

