
        
            
                
            
        

    “It’s coming from the stairs!” Valiic called out.
We both glanced at each other. Our matching petrified eyes would have told anybody we knew what ungodly creature was headed our way. Valiic, only a few meters away from the last dytirc, bashed him against the wall.
Looking at my cyberwatch, I yelled, “It’s the second to last door to the left! Use your burners!”
“Maelkii aren’t fast, you see,” he retorted.
With the stomping echoing ever so close, our dread was realized. Up the stairs came running a granite-skinned, nearly indestructible, towering boultha. A beast grown in a garden of hard-granite, durable and strong as hell. After bashing into the wall, causing the skyscraper to shake, it growled and stampeded toward us.
“It’ll be tapping our ass cheeks in thirty seconds tops!” I yelled as Valiic burst through the doors to the room where the beacon had led us.
“He’s not here!” Valiic shouted. “It’s just a storage room!
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Chapter 1: The Masked Man

March 15, 2103
Kalvin Keefe
A hundred years in the past, there existed a common myth that redheads would no longer exist; a genetic fault that would correct itself over a century. Here we are, a hundred years later, and merely one still exists. The last redhead.
There was something Kalvin Keefe detected when he initial encountered the redheaded boy as just a mere child. He discerned it then just as he still does to this very instant. That intuition is what brings him to his current expedition for more juicy information. And that expedition has concluded at a solitary room that conspiracy theorists would forfeit their left eye to witness or even have its existence acknowledged.
The dark and shadowy room Kalvin was in was like a place out of time, a place that could be used to rest without consequence. The darkness, in that way, was a sanctuary, a place to recharge and disremember the universe. Nevertheless, with the whole Milky Way Galaxy at war, how could Kalvin let himself succumb to the temptation to relax? He was too important for that; too needed.
Kalvin flipped open a lighter and lit the torch just above him. The room was visible. Just as he anticipated, there was a coffin at the center of the room, decorated in Egyptian hieroglyphs, as were the limestone walls. Behind the coffin and around the back corners was an elevated platform full of pottery, jewelry, and other treasures; just what he projected to find in a undisclosed, nameless tomb concealed below one of the pyramids. 
It was time to make his play. Kalvin slid off the lid of the coffin, which was surprisingly thin and light. Nothing was inside. He then opened a book as ancient as these pyramids to a bookmarked page.
From his bag, Kalvin set a wooden mask in the coffin, then pulled out the skull of a jackal by the eye sockets and set it to the right of the mask. Succeeding that, he took a container full of gold dust and poured it over the other ingredients, the next of which was graveyard dirt. Lastly, he took a blade to his palm and sliced. Kalvin grimaced as the blade drew liquid crimson, and he squeezed so the blood would trickle over the rest of the ingredients. His blood was absorbed by the gold dust and dirt.
The coffin began to hum, and miniature rings carved at the edges glowed a black light. “I have come to make a deal; a bond unbreakable,” Kalvin spoke in Coptic. 
As he pressed the square hieroglyph emerging from the front of the coffin, the pyramid above Kalvin shook. But it persisted for only a few seconds before everything went dead. The coffin stopped glowing and humming. The torch had snuffed out. Even Kalvin’s cyberwatch shut down. Darkness.
“Damn.” Kalvin fiddled with his cyberwatch for longer and longer. A minute ticked onward. Nothing. He was trapped in darkness.
“Let me help you.”
The unknown voice raised the hairs on Kalvin’s arms and legs, and he partially tripped over himself. His heart froze in time for a split second before a chill rushed down his spine.
The torch in the corner relit, and he beamed his gaze towards the direction of the voice.
There was a being, resembling a man, though some of his proportions were just a bit off. He wore a short kilt that was lopsided to his right. Both legs were wrapped with cloth that went past his knees. The same cloth wrapped over his chest and left shoulder. Furthermore, the male being wore a black spiral-patterned mask that focused and spiraled around the eyeholes. Through the holes, Kalvin saw eyes like a human, with the irises glowing gold. With golden-brown, spiky hair and mixed color skin, the man appeared at least closely related to a human.
The mystery man put his hand on the back of his neck and shook his head as if trying to mend a strain. “The path to your galaxy is hard to manage these days. And with the worst summoning I’ve ever endured on top of that-- Whew-- I’m just glad I made it in one whole person. Yet… it has been a few centuries, so I will forgive the imperfections.”
“Centuries?” Kalvin asked.
“Since I was lasted summoned here to… what was it you humans called this planet?”
“Earth.”
“Could’ve sworn it was named something else last time.”
“Then you are indeed ancient. Which means, despite all rationality and science, the summoning actually succeeded.”
“And I thank you for that.” The eyes of the masked man smiled at Kalvin.
“Forgive me, but I must know. I have noticed you are communicating in English. How is that possible? And who are you anyway?”
“English? Whatever language you hear is just a trick of the mind that I use to speak with all. As for my name, I’ve been called thousands over my lifespan.”
“This book names you Master of Secret, a man who knows all.”
“Rumpelstiltskin, Swallower of Millions, Sinnerman, Reality, Undertaker; call me what you like. It does not matter.”
“But you must have a real name.”
“If it matters so dearly to you, call me The Broker. I feel that name should suit your style. So… what is it you desire most in this world?” The Broker asked.
“As in anything I desire, you can grant me?”
“Not anything, but most things, and only one thing per customer. Though… don’t ask me to end your war. That’s something I’m not allowed to do,” The Broker said. Kalvin figured it would not be that easy.
“The price?”
“Your soul.”
“WHAT?!” Kalvin's jaw dropped.
“Upon your natural death, of course.”
“What if I… what if I find another to trade their soul to you on behalf of myself?”
The Broker laughed. “In all of… well, forever, no one who has summoned me has ever thought of that. Though, if you can find some lowly sucker to forfeit their soul, then you have a deal.”
“Perfect.” Kalvin grinned.
“Before you go soul-searching, I wonder of your wish.”
“I have a student at the moment, a redhead named James Stone. There is a spark in him, and I want to know more of his future if you can handle it.”
“Ahh, the future. Such a mysterious thing; like a chain of rivers all starting from one lake and ending at another, but it’s the in-between that is the fun part. While I cannot say in absolutes, I can say in likelihoods as to his future paths, and even how to direct him down certain, desirable roads.”
“Perfect. I will commence my travels of nabbing you a soul.”
“James Stone,” The Broker mumbled to himself. “What an interesting set of paths. And many of them crucial to the outcome of the very fate of the galaxy. An adventure is truly in store for that lad. Rahaha, I guess you can consider that slip of my tongue a sneak peek as to what is to come, Kalvin.” Kalvin noticed the man spoke his name, though he had never introduced himself. “Since you summoned me here, I might as well make the most of my limited time by searching for willing souls.” He snickered. “I have a feeling we will speak again very soon.”
The Broker evaporated into black particles until Kalvin could no longer perceive him. However, it mattered not to Kalvin what the masked man did for the time being. His only focus was convincing someone with something to lose to offer his soul in exchange for having that something fixed. It would be the simplest way, anyhow.
On those thoughts, Kalvin began his crusade.




Chapter 2: Loss of Family

September 17, 2111
James Stone
There was a time when war had rules. War crimes would have their justice, and the victors would determine history. No such guidelines or punishments exist anymore. Anything goes.
War. Loss. Two horrors that go together like guns and ammo. Scale that up to an intergalactic setting, and out pops a recipe for misery and grief. Almost a decade deep into a losing war, and there's still no end in sight.
In the year that I've been a soldier, one hard fact has burned into my mind: War is chaos, and I love it for that fact. Not for the reason one might assume; I don’t have a lust for blood or battle. What keeps me here are the bonds forged in the fields of war, and those same bonds keep me fighting the good fight. Because without the family I’ve come to know, the family that's my unit, I'd feel as lost as I did before I first strapped on my military boots. But war is not without its bills, the biggest of which is lives. Sure, seeing men and women gurgle their last breath before my eyes pulls my heart down to my stomach, but the biggest gulp of pain I’ve had to endure was losing a member of my family. His name was Bremco, my unit’s former lieutenant and second-in-command. In just a few hours, we'll mourn his loss and celebrate all he gave before his passing at his Illumination Ceremony.
The air was warm from the working crowd of people behind me setting up benches and chairs in preparation for the ceremony. At the front of the room, I stood staring down at a table. Its only contents were a thick, worn picture book, a camera beside it, and two framed pictures at each back-edge of the table. One picture was of my unit posing in front of our star cruiser’s bar, with Bremco in the middle, the other was of Bremco holding his daughter and wife in his arms; each picture represented one of his two different families.
With my hand, I flipped through the picture book. It took me to family parties and get-togethers. It took me through the harrowing tale of how Bremco conquered a hike up Mount Servidio. It told a timeline of when Bremco met his wife, their marriage, and the birth of their daughter. Then came the pictures of my unit, followed by still-framed tragedies of war taken during our missions. Those pictures led all the way up until a week ago. Then it stopped. No more pictures.
I was startled as a hand tugged at my shoulder and my best friend and fellow squad mate, Valiic, appeared to my right. “I knew I’d locate you in this room,” he said.
Valiic isn't human. He's a maelkii male with glowing red eyes and hard red skin covered in the black, formal robes he decided to wear for the ceremony. He dwarfs me in size, as all maelkii do. Their species, on average, weigh roughly four times as much as humans and grow a few heads taller. They're also nearly nine times stronger than humans and have skin durable enough to act as a suit of fine-grade armor. Their eyes are like black abysses, with center glowing pupils, they have upside down triangular mouths, and their heads look too small for their bodies. Maelkii are the muscle in our armed forces; warriors at heart, they hold honorable virtues, such as companionship, loyalty, and self-sacrifice as trophies. And since many traditionalist houses believe lifetime partnerships lead to powerful armies, they encourage families to fight side by side with each other. They're the only species in our alliance allowed to do this.
Gazing back to the table, I forced a half-smile. “Bremco loved to take pictures. Sad to see that as the photographer, he's in so few of them.” Looking back to Valiic, I loosened the tie on my suit.
“How are you handling yourself? You know what happened was unavoidable. It wasn’t your fault.”
I chuckled. “You said the same thing to me in a dream last night.”
“Sounds like an intelligent man. I’d heed the advice of us both if I were you.”
“Still… can’t help thinking about those seconds before he got shot… what if I'd done this over that, that over this… could there have been anything that may have saved Bremco’s life? I-I can’t be the only one who feels that way.”
“Everyone in our unit feels as you do, James. But standing alone next to Bremco’s memorial in grief won’t take away the pain. Surrounding yourself with your family… people who are going through what you are… that is how we get past this tragedy.”
“You should tell that to your cohinla, Narrisa. I’m gonna take a shot in the dark and guess she’s in the sparring room.” In maelkii culture, a cohinla is a partner for life without the dishonorable option to separate.
Valiic tilted his head to the side. “That she is. Narrisa has her… traditions when it comes to releasing frustration. She’s independent… she always has been.”
“I don’t envy her sparring partner.”
“According to her, you owe her a spar tomorrow,” Valiic teased.
“Great.” I rolled my eyes. “Just another day of getting my ass kicked up, down, and all over by her.”
Valiic chuckled. “I’ve told you probably a hundred times to use your faster reflexes and speed to overcome her superior technique and strength.”
“And I’ve told you it doesn’t matter. Hitting a maelkii with my knuckles is like punching concrete, and believe me… that bullshivf doesn’t tickle.”
“Fists are not the only tools you were given to fight with.”
“If you keep reminding me, I’m sure I’ll remember someday,” I teased.
He chuckled. “Never lose that wit of yours.” Taking a moment, he added, “Would you care to join me as I search for our other squad members before the ceremony?”
“I...ah… I'd rather lay down for a bit. It's been a long, hard day.”
I could see sorrow and disappointment in his eyes as he nodded and left me to myself. You can always count on Valiic to try and keep the unit together during hard times.
The room was nearly ready as the last benches were being put into place. I left the table and found my way to one of the padded benches at the front, where I let my weight rest in the comfort of the bench and drifted to slumber.
There was a hint of burning cedar in the air. That was the signal that let my mind know I was in a dream. Strange, isn’t it, that I always smell burning cedar when I dream? I wonder how many others, if any, have some way of knowing if they're dreaming. Maybe I’m alone in this regard. Hell, it wouldn’t be the first time. For me, when I dream, it’s like the dream is a movie but I’m in each scene as a ghost who can’t change the narrative.
Humid air leaked through the doorway into the thrown-together rec room before me. While a WindMaker cooled the room at all angles, a tarp hanging from the doorway flapped around with each breeze. I could see myself, or at least a past version of myself, sitting on a wooden chair, with one foot on top of another chair, waiting, in the back corner of the mostly empty room; three worn-down wooden tables spread far from each other and chairs to accompany the tables like butter to bread. It was at that moment I understood this dream not to be a corny fantasy or dull fiction, but rather a memory of my first day arriving to the legionnaire training complex. It was there, on that day, I would began training as a legionnaire to fight in a newly shaping military. I remember the weeks leading up to this day from the past, all that time I spent alone, an outcast in an evolving society. In desperation, I sought company by joining boot camp, which later led down a path to the legionnaire training complex. I remember the hope I carried for my future and the doubts I had in my decision to join the military.
I remember thinking the company was light for a training complex; two men, farther back, were engaged in conversation. At the time, I didn’t know the rest were scattered to other rec rooms, waiting to be summoned to the mess hall of the training complex.
With no control over my own dream, the scene from my past played out before my eyes. I watched myself watching a news broadcast coming from a holographic projector resting on a stand to my past self’s right. For this particular dream, my vision was over the shoulder of my past self. It was a strange point of view, to say the least.
The broadcast played. “Citizens all across the planets under the protection of the Alliance of Republic Worlds, or ARW, are calling for action after the latest incident regarding the dytirc species’ recent invasion. If rumors are to be believed, the once divided species of dytircs are now fighting as one. Allow me to turn it over to my co-host to elaborate on that scary thought,” the first reporter finished.
The camera zoomed in on the second reporter. “Indeed. Panic... is a word every citizen in the ARW should get used to hearing if we go to war with these dytircs. One hundred billion! Let that number sink in for a moment. That is the reported number of dytircs in the known Milky Way, and last I checked… that is four times larger than the combination of all four founding species in the ARW! If we go to war, despite our technological advantage over the dytircs, we will lose.”
It’s funny how time can shift and mold just about anything and everything. But at the time of that news broadcast, the citizens of my alliance, the ARW, hadn’t a damn clue as to how big the picture really stretched. It had been a well-kept secret that war had already started.  At the time, the war had only been taking infant steps, and, to put it metaphorically, the war was only in the tadpole stage. Eventually, the wildfire-spread of the news that we were at war drilled panic into the civilian population of my alliance. Luckily, that panic was eradicated. In fact, in my present, the war with the Wersillian Legion has been an ongoing, galaxy-shaping conflict for nine years. I, myself, must give those four-armed, exoskeletal, power-hungry dytircs points for their tenacity. Maybe it’s because of the bonies’ overwhelming numbers or brutal nature that's helping them win this war. Or maybe it’s their allies, the lycargans, that are to be praised - or in my case blamed - for the sickening direction of the war. Together, the lycargans and dytircs, the two species allied as the Wersillian Legion, are a more than formidable opponent for the ARW.
Suddenly, my vision merged with my past self’s and I could see and hear everything from all those years ago - only I was along for this ride with no control. My past self tuned his ears to the conversation of the two others in the room. At the time, this was going to be my first step into a future I'd envisioned for myself. As far as those men went, they were to give me a drop of insight into the ocean of people enlisted in the military.
“--and my buddy - he is already in the war - says the dytircs have already begun to attack a system adjacent to their own. Me… I can’t wait to introduce myself to those grey bonies.” The first man clinched his fist and grinned.
The other took a puff from his cigar and blew out a ring. “Word has it those bonies can take a hit.”
War had crafted its marks on both of the men’s flesh. Their rough and edgy facial features stood out like a cat at a dog park. Both were cut and built, a sight often seen in the military. At the time, I lacked the experience they'd obtained. I was the odd man out - a feeling that was journeys-far from new to me.
“You? What’s your thoughts?”
Still stuck in my mind, locked within the constraints of my dream, I was unable to say anything. My past self was stuck in thought, unaware one of the men was speaking to us. What was I thinking all those years ago? The better question is: Why am I reliving this now?
After I neglected to respond, both of them got up and found their way in front of us. One stood with a hand on his hip. “Hey, prick! I asked you a question.”
The second man chortled to the first, still puffing at his cigar, “Look at this rookie. He barely looks eighteen.” They laughed, and he focused his next question at my past self. “Did you get off a stop early, prick? God knows only veterans are cut out to be legionnaires.” For a moment, our eyes locked and I saw interest mixed with spite. “Can’t remember the last time I saw a redhead. Who are you anyway?”
“To you… no one,” my past self responded.
“No one, huh? Why?”
“Call me old-fashioned, but without respect for each other on the table, I don’t see a reason to feed you what you want to know.”
He chuckled with a peppering of mockery. “You’ve got a colorful way of saying what’s on your mind, but you’re right about one thing: I don’t respect you. Wanna know why?”
“Do I care? No. But I’ll wager you’ll feel the urge to tell me anyway.”
“That’s the second thing you’ve been right about. And what I'm going to say would eventually be said by someone else anyways, so why not myself? You’re young. You don’t belong here. I see in you inexperience that'll get veterans like us killed, or worse.”
I could feel the same feelings I had in the past all over again. I looked from one of them to the other, fighting the urge to knock the lights out of them both. I remember thinking that action would make one hell of a bad impression.
“Huh… I guess we’ll see whether I die of ignorance first, or if you die with that cocky-ass grin you so proudly wear on your face.”
The man pulled out his cigar form his mouth. Spitting the next few words, he said, “Who does this prick think he is? Maybe we--”
The first man cut off the second by grabbing his shoulder and gesturing at me - or rather at my fist clinching the armrest of the wooden chair I sat in. Then I saw the look in their eyes, a look I used to see in the year prior to my joining boot camp, a look that projected “freak” from their eyes. It was then I realized why. In my grasp, the once sturdy wood had become splinters and sawdust from the force of my grip. Such isn’t a normal thing to witness, and people - especially humans - were still warming up to the thought of unnatural beings in their midst.
“The hell?” The man dropped his cigar to the floor, continuing to wear a mask of fear and unease. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? I’ve heard the stories of freaks like you popping up.”
“Aces. That’s what we’re called, you hickory dip,” I corrected him. “Sure as hell aren’t freaks!”
Unsettled, the first man jerked his buddy away and back to their corner of the room. “Come on. Let’s leave this prick to his thoughts.”
I ground my teeth, holding back my anger. I remember all the doubts I had about joining the military at that moment, unsure if those two men were a sample of the pot of people I'd soon call allies. I mean, not too long before this moment, I recently joined the military to try to get away from those looks and all the people who saw me as some damn monster. I was glad to be proven wrong by the family I’ve come to know in my current timeline.
I blinked, and everything had changed; the setting, the time, the people. It seems I’ve been taken further down this mystical dream-road. Too bad it's out of my hands.
I was inside the legionnaire training complex’s mess hall. The room was vast; concrete block walls, dome ceiling, black stage at the front, and only tables and chairs to furnish the place. This complex was still partially under construction. Still trapped in this dream, I lay back in the chair, tapping my knee with alacrity while observing the room. At first glance, around a few hundred individuals sat listening as the instructor at the front of the room spoke. The audience was mixed, with all four founder species allied under the ARW: Dor’o; qwayks; maelkii; and humans. At the time, I was the youngest stud in a room full of individuals with battle experience and valor under their belts.
Brightstone lights scattered around the room brightened as the beam aimed at the front stage dimmed. A dor’o female stepped backward and out of view. It was obvious the speech was finished, though I'd heard none of it; I guess my memory of this event was spotted and lacking in every detail.
With one last look, I spotted the female dor’o leaving the mess hall through a doorway. As a species, the dor’o almost look like small devils, with the charm to match. On the tops of their bald brown or red-brown scalps, they have what they call stumps, which resemble cut off antlers extending only a few centimeters out of their scalps. Stumps remind me somewhat of an axed tree trunk. Dor’o are also the smallest species in the ARW, at almost half the size of humans, but their arms are just as long. Their advantage lies in their agility and endurance, which surpass all other ARW species. Names; that's what make them pop out from the crowd. Dor’o measure their names like currency and hope to add as much weight to it before their end. To them, dragging their tribal-like names through the mud can destroy their typically large egos and pierce deeper than a blade.
The lights flashed, and in that instant everybody was gone! Same room, but with every chair empty. I heard a soft whisper, then something pulled at my arm. It felt like a hand; three stubby fingers and a thumb gripped around my entire arm, and the texture felt like a pine cone against my skin. I looked back to Valiic, sitting beside me. This isn't how I remembered this memory playing out. What’s going on?
“James,” Valiic whispered, “you and I have been friends for a long time. I know when you’re hiding from reality.”
I knew now I was no longer reliving a memory; yet, everything was familiar, and that’s when the thought hit me: This fiction was identical to my dream last night. And it seemed I now had control of the wheel again.
“It-It’s just a dream… nothing more.” I adjusted my position in the chair so I faced Valiic.
“This isn’t just a dream, James.”
“Then what is it?”
“This is your way of reliving your choices, the choices you think may have led to Bremco’s death. You forget, I understand you more than you think. I know you’re questioning… questioning if you hadn’t joined boot camp, accepted the proposition to be a legionnaire, or met Captain Landis, would Bremco still be alive?”
“Am I wrong to wonder that?”
Valiic placed his heavy palm on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. Now, awaken.”
Those words turned everything black, and I blinked open my eyes. I'd returned to reality.
“Awaken, James.”
I heard the words again and sat up to see Valiic tugging my shoulder. He gave me a smile and took a seat next to me on the bench.
I gazed around and was surprised to see the room full of people dressed in formal black. The ceremony had just begun. Captain Landis, the captain of my unit, was upfront, giving a speech at a podium. While I’m sure it was touching and moving, my ears weren’t focused on her voice; instead, my thoughts were still stuck on the moments before Bremco died. And as I looked to my side, I could see Valiic and his cohinla, Narrisa, were at my side. She'd cleaned up in time for the ceremony. Noticeably late was the fifth member of my unit, Shadow-Walker. Being the cheerful, class-clown type he is, Shadow-Walker is probably afraid to let others see him while his grief is at the forefront of his usually cheery thoughts. I guess you can tell a lot about someone by how they deal with loss. I try to take it on alone, Valiic tries to bring everyone together, Narrisa unleashes her grief through punches, Shadow-Walker hides in it, and Captain Landis is...well, she's a mystery, as she usually is. Some squad we are.




Chapter 3: A Mystery Arises

September 24, 2111
James Stone
A mere week following Bremco's funeral, the commander over my unit, Commander Sizar, had us on a mission. With our former lieutenant dead, Captain Landis promoted me to the positon as second-in-command of our squad. And to fill Bremco’s large and clean shoes was a new medic named Uslar Kip, making him our new sixth member, along with Captain Landis, Valiic Bessile, Narrisa Bessile, Shadow-Walker, and myself. As the 1070 Legionnaires, we're typically assigned to small scale missions that have a massive impact on the outcome of a battle. That's what we were trained to do, and today was no different.
On the Parlor-2 Dropship, I relaxed, extending my feet as far as they'd reach. I let my ass leave its mark on the seat cushion while my back rested snug against the backrest. We were all waiting for Captain Landis to make it on board. Across from me, Valiic Bessile and his cohinla, Narrisa Bessile, whispered to each other. Their massive stature covered the entire seats in which they sat. A few seats down from them, Shadow-Walker snored and drooled with his beloved custom scout rifle snuggled up against his chest. His bald red-brown head hung at an angle over his seat’s lock-in straps while the stumps protruding from his bald head rested against the strap’s inertial-dampening fabric. Shadow-Walker is an exceptional engineer, and an even more superior sniper. Our new medic, Uslar Kip, a qwayk, waited in the corner seat on my side of the dropship, shaking his white knee and thumping his fist into the nearest wall. This being his first mission, I couldn't blame the kid for being antsy. As a species, qwayks have white, flowing hair and light-gray to pale white skin. What makes the qwayks stand out are the wrinkle-like waves that start from the base of their eyes and finish at the tip of their chins, which the qwayks call vantors. Other than that, qwayks a very human-like with typically nimble builds, making them not as strong as humans. Yet, due to their long foreheads, what they lack in strength, they make up in brainpower.
As I waited, I loosened up my armored vest a hair. In times of war, one’s armor is one’s identity. And, in my brain, the ARW had our enemies beat in this department. As legionnaires, we are elite infantry and can pull down the strings for quality armor. That said, each species is different. Maelkii are traditional in that they all use heavy plated and dense sets of armor to complement their natural durability and strength. Dor’o are the opposite, picking speed and flexibly over durability. Humans and qwayks wear quite similar armor: plated yet flexible sets that provide medium protection against damage, but will not withstand concentrated or sustained gunfire, especially high-caliber weapons. Though, qwayks’ armor sets are more elegant and sleek while human’s armor sets look blockier and worn. And, due modern science blessing our collective asses, most units don’t use physical helmets, the exception being the maelkii. Our sets have a see-through stasis field that emits from our necks and covers over our heads. This is meant to protect us from a few minor shots to the face before having to recharge. It was down-right glorious.
Captain Landis paced into the dropship. A young woman with a legendary reputation and beauty to match; curls, caramel like her skin, touched her shoulders and knotted around her ears, and she had sharp eyebrows and lips that accented her assertive demeanor. There was a story behind her beauty, one yet to be uncovered. Unlike most drooling men, her allure wasn’t at the forefront of what I saw from the great Captain Landis. What I saw and what I admired most about her, was her leadership. 
As she walked past Shadow-Walker, she pulled him off the seat. His nimble, tiny body jerked as he fell, but he caught himself with his long arms.
“Hey! I was dreaming about kittens and ponies.” He got up and plopped down on the seat, sticking out his tongue at Landis.
Ignoring his quip, Landis said, “I’m sure each of you knows where we are.”
“Grathefer-Qwayk, the qwayk home world,” Narrisa responded.
In the corner, Uslar Kip flexed his jaw and got more riled up than before. Hell, I was pissed, too. Grathefer-Qwayk was one of the three planets colonized by the qwayks, making it an ARW home world. It also happened to be where Uslar was born. Up until that point, the Wersillian Legion had never invaded an ARW home system. So it goes without saying that this strange advance had us all on our toes.
Landis sat down to my right. “Today marks the first time the Wersillian Legion has ever set their eyes on anything in our Alliance's most defended system, the Qwayk System. I don’t have to explain the significance of this.”
“The Wersillian Legion must have grown a pair since our last scuffle,” I added.
“Maybe. But then again, their attack is far too light to hope to take control of Grathefer-Qwayk.”
“Even say… even say they did launch a full-scale attack on one of our home systems. I can’t imagine the Wersillian Legion believe they could win a battle on our home turf, could they?” Valiic wondered.
“It is strange. Our planetary defenses are too strong for the fleet they brought today. This advance has the ARW’s best military minds brainstorming possible motives,” Landis added.
“Maybe the legion’s attack is more targeted. They only seem to be invading the Tegun Trade City,” Valiic suggested.
“I agree. Whatever the legion wants, the answer lies in that city,” Captain Landis concluded.
“Taking off… now,” the pilot of the dropship reported.
Our dropship detached from our designated star cruiser, the Tempest of Titans. Entering the atmosphere caused the ship to shake and lag. Add in entire fleets of ARW and dytirc starships firing recklessly at each other, and our dropship underwent some collateral damage. Each strike from a plasma blast whipped around our ship. Our bodies were at the mercy of the lock-in straps holding us to our seats. Through the dropship’s front window, I was just able to make out hundreds of other dropships and fighter-class starships entering the atmosphere in front of our ship.
Next to me, Landis whispered, “James, don’t go off on another heroic undertaking like last time.”
Recalling our last mission, I got a bit up my own ass and idiotically tried to distract a few dozen lycargan and dytirc soldiers as the rest of my legionnaire squad planted a bomb in one of their bunkers. My bold plan made the mission easy for my squad; however, I got myself into a lockup. Long story short, with some dumb luck I made it back to our dropship a few seconds before they had to take off. That was mere hours before Bremco took a plasma shot to the chest.
“Don’t tempt me,” I responded with a cheeky smile.
“You know, you may be strong, fast, and can even heal faster than anybody should--” she started.
“I sense a but coming.”
“--but… you aren’t invincible… despite what your thick head may believe. So much as a few shots to a major organ or just one through your heart or head, and even you won’t get up from that.”
“Captain, you don’t have to send your worries my way. I can handle myself. After what I’ve seen you do in battle, I know you understand the feeling.”
“This isn’t about me. Look… I’m just asking you to be careful. After Bremco, I don’t want to lose another soldier.”
“You won’t.”
Landis and I had something unique between us. Despite my tendencies to take matters into my own hands, Landis still seemed to be lenient towards my actions, like she wanted me to think for myself at the expense of the chain of command. It didn't have anything to do with some sort of sub-textual, romantic cliché, since I only had the utmost respect for her; yet, it truly was out of character for the by-the-books captain she was.
“We've entered the outskirts of the city,” the pilot reported.
Intrigued, I looked through the dropship’s front window. Shaking violently, the ship plowed its way over the Yuntery Walls surrounding the legendary trade city of Tegun. Plasma blasts screeched their way by the hull. Inside our ship, the air was weighted down with tension and anticipation for the “all clear” order to be given by Commander Sizar. Minutes drifted by as each occasional order or call out was given. Multitudes of pilots’ voices trafficked the intercom while leading the operation to rid the city of the dytirc invaders. We perked up when the words we were waiting for finally came: “1070 Legionnaires, skyzone is sound, you’re a go.”
“Six minutes out,” reported the pilot.
“Listen up!” Captain Landis yelled over the noise outside our dropship. “The dytircs have set up shop, with most of their resources placed near the center of the city. That's where we're headed. It seems the dytircs have managed to construct anti-air plasma cannons in key defensive positions manned and protected by dozens of them. We're just one unit taking part in destroying these anti-air cannons. Once we land on the Rickstell Skyscrapers’ landing pad, we’ll head down the back skyscraper to the fourth floor connected to the boardwalk. Once there, we'll blow our two assigned anti-air cannons to hell, aiding in Commander Sizar’s assault on the invading dytircs. Everyone clear on the mission?” Everyone nodded, showing Captain Landis we understood. “And I’d expect at least one dytirc minor, too. Be cautious.” Dytirc minors, in Wersillian Legion, are similar to ARW unit captains. They're in charge of the platoon of soldiers assigned to them for a particular mission. Minors get orders from majors, who get orders from ultras. The higher the rank, the more soldiers they instruct, and the stronger their armor.
Once she finished, Shadow-Walker tossed me one of his magazines. “James, check it out. I brought my new custom scout rifle with me, complete with my new ricocheting rounds. I call my creation the Silent Dagger. You like?”
His magazine was loaded with stasis rounds, a dor’o standard; however, unlike most dor’o ammunition, his stasis rounds could ricochet off surfaces two or three times. As my squad’s weapon specialist, I had an eye for these sorts of details. 
“Fits you like a glove, Shadow.” I tossed him back the mag.
He smiled and turned to Uslar Kip. “Hey rookie, you… hah… you look like you’ve about to cry a river. Would you like a hug?” he teased.
“What? No! Of course not. My home planet is being attacked! I mean… how can you even joke right now?”
Shadow-Walker slapped his palm to his chest and held it there. “Hey, hey… hey. You should know by now, I’m the funny guy here. Just ask me, and I’ll set you straight.”
“We’ll see about that when the legion hits your planet next.”
“Someone’s gotta lighten the mood,” I added.
“Narrisa, look, our new medic is riled up,” said Valiic Bessile to his cohinla. Narrisa replied with a smirk and nod. Turning back to Uslar, Valiic said, “Just remember not to jump the gun when we arrive. We wouldn’t want you to make mistakes on your first mission.”
Uslar nodded and looked at Narrisa, confused. “Why is she so quiet?”
“You’ll soon come to understand, rookie, she tends to say something only when there's something important to say,” Valiic answered him.
“Valiic, pal, your romantic life must be frackin’ fantastic,” Shadow-Walker quipped, slapping his hand on his knee in good fun.
“When you know Narrisa like I do, everything my cohinla and I say is important.” Valiic grinned and joined our laughter before gazing into his cohinla’s approving face.
“Cohinla… the maelkii word for lifetime partner, unbreakable in your society. Why you maelkii have no such option for separation is beyond me,” Uslar committed.
“It’s beyond everyone,” Shadow-Walker added.
“Thirty seconds. Prepare for drop zone hot!” reported the pilot. “Hang On!”
The dropship began to decelerate as it descended to the landing pad, shots pelting the ship’s shields. “Give us cover fire!” Landis yelled to the pilot. She turned to Valiic and Narrisa. “You’re out first, keep them distracted.”
The hatch busted open, and all hell broke loose. From behind Valiic, I rushed out the door, using his massive body to cover me. As we moved up, I fired my sidearm into the crowd of dytircs holding position in front of the far skyscraper. With a quick glance, I spotted at least twenty enemies. In front of me stood a long line of large carved-cobblestone tree containers. I immediately threw myself behind the closest one. Valiic and Narrisa pounded their body-sized shields into the ground at my side, taking the enemy fire head on, while delivering some plasma bursts themselves. Each shot that happened to connect with an unlucky dytirc sent its lifeless body back a few meters. I popped on my stasis shield and used it as cover as I began firing at the small mass of dytircs along the right stairs leading up to the far skyscraper. Hitting one in the chest, I knew he was dead as he dropped to the ground.
War is chaos. In training, I was taught to narrow that chaos into boxes and know when to open each box during the heat of battle. At key moments in battle, I'm forced to push certain things to the back of my mind: Citizens’ screams far into the streets; the heavy explosions and weapon fire sending ripples of sound through the air; aircraft jetting fast enough to shake the surrounding skyscrapers. Instead, I hone my mind on the battle in front of me, and my comrades around me.
“AWW!” Uslar let out a blood-curling yell as he stumbled onto the landing pad in pain. Blood surrounded his scorched abdomen.
“I’ll get him!” Shadow-Walker shouted just before he dragged Uslar behind the tree container to my left. Uslar quivered as he instructed Shadow-Walker on what to do to stop the bleeding.
“I told you not to jump the gun!” Valiic barked over his shoulder, taking multiple shots to his shield and armor.
Peeking around the corner, I spotted a few ungie beasts running toward us, shark-teeth bared and all six legs striding with power. “Ungies, eleven o-clock!” I shouted and fired at the dog-like beasts.
On my left, Landis used Narrisa as cover as she aided me in ridding the planet of those foul monsters. Seconds later, Landis moved to my cover. “James, flank right and take out the dytirc minor. Valiic and Narrisa, focus fire on their mounted plasma turret.” 
Instantly, they both turned their cannons toward the dytirc unloading plasma from his mounted plasma turret. With only a few shots, the turret was destroyed and the dytirc was sent spinning backward.
This was my moment, and I took it! Dashing as fast as my legs would allow, I popped on a stasis shield attached to my left arm, deflecting plasma shots back at their senders. I was at the right side stairs, ready to kill the dytirc minor at the top. With momentum behind me and covering fire, I leapt half the flight of stairs, only to suffer from my rashness. As I landed, a sharp pain shot up my left leg as a plasma shot burned my skin.
“Ergh… damn!” 
I managed to pull my pistol off the mag lock on my right leg and blasted the grin off the hiding dytirc’s grey face; his black-ringed yellow eyes retreated back into his head, which looked too large for his body.
My skin sizzled at the spot where I got shot, and I was suddenly vulnerable. It seemed someone noticed; I gazed back up right before the dytirc minor jabbed me in the jaw, knocking me backward. 
“Human trash,” he growled and pinned me to the ground with his exoskeletal, boney knee.
With me in a bad position, the minor pulled out a blade with one hand and hammered away at me with his three other powerful arms, jabbing me in the head and thrusting his blade at my throat. In agonizing pain, I managed to catch his arm and stop the blade from ripping into my neck. 
“Strong for a human,” he snarled, not ceasing his rampage of blows.
“You don’t know the half of it,” I gasped, coughing up a few drops of blood. Mustering just enough will and strength, I managed to sneak a punch into his side.
“Ow!” he wailed in pain as he rolled off me.
I pulled myself into a crouch and whipped my pistol off its mag lock. In agony from his shattered rib cage, the minor held his chest while I aimed my pistol at his face.
“D-don’t sh-shoot,” the ugly, four-armed dytirc spat out.
“All you bonies do is bring pain to this galaxy, and I can’t just let that fly.” I shot him near point blank.
I took a moment to rest while my squad finished off the last remaining dytircs. Soon, the action slowed to a halt as the last of the enemy fell, and we had a moment to gather our thoughts. By now, my wound had slowly started to heal; yeah, I know, right? Wounds don’t heal this fast. I just happen to be the exception to that fine print rule. A decade ago, beings of significant powers and abilities were discovered; more accurately, I was the origin of that discovery - the first known ace in the ARW. Aces, that's what beings with attributes above the norm are called - and for me, it came with a handful of gifts I wanted to return.
I forced myself up and limped back down the stairs. We regrouped at the base of the landing pad. Uslar, who was hit even worse than I was, squeezed out each word as he tried to explain to Shadow-Walker how to patch me up.
“You rest up, Uslar. I’ll help James.” Captain Landis brought over some peric fiber.
“Hold tight, Captain. Use the ice spray instead. I want to be as mobile as possible, and peric fiber will only make the road bumpier,” I said.
“Alright. I don’t need to remind you how painful the spray is.” Kneeling down at my side, she pulled out a bottle of ice spray from Uslar’s bag. After aligning it with the third degree burns on my leg, she pressed down a few times.
“Ergh!” I cringed. Almost instantly, my third degree burns become only second degree burns.
Our squad had gathered around. Shadow-Walker was at Uslar’s side, helping him attach peric fiber to his wound. Narrisa and Valiic watched for more dytircs a few meters away.
After Captain Landis finished spraying the ice spray onto my wound, she announced to the group, “Alright, 1070, we're short on time. Shadow-Walker, protect Uslar and--”
She was cut off by an unknown voice hailing in through Shadow-Walker’s cyberwatch. “This is Kalvin Keefe, Director of the Order of Aegis,” claimed the unknown voice. “Our laboratory is plagued by dytirc invaders. I require an immediate extraction. This is a priority code 199 Rederick.” A code simply meaning to drop everything and do the following, a code only allowed to be used by commander-ranked and above, along with a few special individuals.
“How does he know that code?” Captain Landis asked herself. “Where is the Aegis Laboratory from here, Shadow-Walker?”
“You should be able to see it out of the back window of the left skyscraper.” He pointed at a flashing dot on the hologram map of the area.
“New plan. James and Valiic. You two make your way to the laboratory and clear a way for Kalvin’s extraction. Shadow-Walker, protect Uslar on this landing pad until an extraction arrives. Narrisa, you and I will continue with the mission and destroy the anti-air artillery. Everyone good?” She looked at us for questions. After we all nodded, we went our separate ways.
“Send over the beacon to my cyberwatch,” I instructed Shadow-Walker.
“Righty.” He swiped the location over to my cyberwatch.
The pounding pain in my leg calmed to a steady thumping. My accelerated healing worked its magic even though it would still take a few days to heal fully. Still, I was ready. Valiic and I jogged to the left skyscraper connected to the landing pad.
“I got some scaling bolts and a crossbow.” I pointed back at my backpack. “After our pilgrimage through the left skyscraper, I’ll shoot out a bolt at the Aegis Laboratory. Then we take a joyride down the zip line.”
“James, when you mentioned you have scaling bolts, I knew what the plan was going to be.” Valiic and I have been friends for a while. When he gets a bit sassy, I know he has something else on his mind.
Curious as to what he wanted, I said, “I can see you’re itching to say something else.” We entered the top floor of the left skyscraper.
“I saw what you did to the dytirc minor. He was clearly down and could no longer hurt anyone. This isn’t the first time this has happened either. Every time I see that look in your eyes when you pull that trigger, it scares me a bit. You are going down a path darker than any soldier should.”
His words took me aback. Nobody had questioned my choice to take out a threat, not even me. Never had I given it a second thought, at least for as long as I could remember. 
Deciding I was making the right decision, I responded, “It may not be how the maelkii operate, but that's your meat to chew. I chose to end that bonies’ life. He was a threat, and I simply handed him his tombstone. Dytircs don’t care… they're merciless. Those savages crave battle, always sticking it to anyone in the way of their desires. It’s their way of life. Had I not taken the shot, the minor would have recovered and killed more innocents.” As I finished my point, we finished our path through a long hallway. I broke through a door leading to a maze of offices.
“I don’t believe that is up for you to determine.” Instead of dicking around and trying to find the right path, Valiic took the initiative and broke through each glass barrier in our way. However, the last office deceivingly hung above a common room two floors high. Needless to say, Valiic took a fall to the floor below and, with all his grace, barrel-rolled through lines of furniture and cubicles.
Knowing that wouldn’t hurt him, I couldn’t help laughing as I leapt down. I landed with my feet under me, sliding to a halt. “Need help getting up?” I joked while he got back to his feet.
"When you weigh over three-fifty kilograms, we will see how great you land.” He laughed back at me. Becoming a bit more serious, he spoke, “James, you are the lieutenant. What you choose to do is up to you. Just remember this: wars never have ended with more unnecessary violence.”
“I appreciate the gift of concern you're giving me, but I look at it like this: It’s us versus them. Simple.” We started heading to the opposite end of the long common room, which ended at the window where we needed to be.
“Only you could believe a war to be so simple.” Valiic shot me a haunted expression that faded away as quickly as it appeared.
“What can I say? I’m a man who knows what life pissed on my plate.”
“You’re a warrior, and you would have made an honorable maelkii. A bit edgy, but a warrior nonetheless,” Valiic said with a smile.
“Your compliment is appreciated. A compliment Narrisa probably wouldn’t share.”
“I’d say my opinion is the one that matters at this moment, seeing as how she hardly shares her opinions with you anyway,” he said with a laugh.
We reached the window at the back of the skyscraper. Suddenly, a thunderous explosion rattled through the halls. Glass shattered, and we covered our faces, taking only minor cuts. 
“On that holy thunder, I’d say Landis and Narrisa finished their mission. Now we finish ours.”
I pulled out my crossbow and loaded it. I shot the scaling bolt at the Aegis Laboratory and it burrowed into a wall above a window. Then I attached my end to the ceiling. After checking the cable for stability, I signaled for Valiic to go first. He hooked his massive shield to his back and pulled out a handle from a pouch.
“Maybe they finished their mission a bit too much. They must’ve destroyed most of the windows in the near vicinity,” he said.
Valiic laid the handle on top of the zip line with his left hand. While keeping his right arm inside, he attached his arm-sized plasma cannon to the other side of the handle and jumped.
Searching for my handle, I stumbled upon it at the bottom of my left pouch. “Explosives have a funny way of tempting Landis to overdo things. She loves a good bang,” I commented to myself.
Showing off a bit, I leapt for a boast and laid my handle on top of the cable midair. Early-night air began to settle into the area, blowing at me as I slid. Many starships, allies, and enemies filled the atmosphere with explosions and gunfire. It was a fireworks show on steroids. And with most anti-air plasma cannon in pieces, including the ones our unit was assigned to destroy, this battle should surely wrap up within a few hours.
At around two hundred meters in the air, the city’s picture seemed to sit still in my mind for the moment. A city like a coral reef; the architecture was the coral, vibrant in color and textured as if water had smoothed their surfaces for generations, and the jagged land that city rested on was the reef. But this city has received its share of scars from the battle today; plasma burns staining away spots of color while war’s cuts sliced away some of the skyscrapers’ structure, leaving rubble and fire. Somewhere deep in the middle of the city, our destination, was the Aegis Laboratory.
“Aegis Laboratory. Where some of the most advanced killing technology is created. The center of many groundbreaking discoveries. And it’s all bullshivf,” I said, thinking out loud.
Rough and blocky, like most human built buildings, the Aegis Laboratory’s black and gray color stood out amongst the bright qwayk structures like a single drop of black ink on a blank canvas.
Valiic burst through the laboratory window just below the zip line, with me right behind. As we landed on one of the lower floors of this cloud-touching building, a sudden shift in mood took me by surprise. Lights were blown to bits, while others flickered at a random tempo. The sun was setting, turning the building darker. An aroma of blood, human and qwayk alike, scratched at my nose. Streaks of black goop dripped down the walls, and every door was kicked in or broken. A wave of disaster had introduced itself to this place.
“Valiic, I have that feeling in my gut again,” I whispered to him.
“What feeling?” He turned toward me, unhooking his shield from his back.
“The same one I had before Bremco died.” I pulled my assault rifle off its mag lock.
“I’m with you on that,” he whispered. “I’d say you better put your night vision visors on. It’s going to get darker from here on out.”
I slipped on the visors and flipped on the holographic night vision projection over my eyes. Valiic watched with curiosity.
I smiled. “You enjoying yourself?” Maelkii could see through darkness as if it were day; the cost being color.
“Not as much as you think,” he chuckled.
I pulled up the hologram map from my cyberwatch and saw Kalvin’s beacon was still activated. He was only a few floors down from us. “Take front. I got your ass covered,” I instructed.
Taking the lead, he edged down the increasingly dark hallway. “Maelkii see at night… humans see color. Humans say blue… maelkii say darker shade of--”
“Shh!” I cut him off. “You hear that?”
“Not at all.” He kept moving forward.
“I think it’s--” I spun around, upper-cutting the ungie beast as it leaped at me. Dead, it bent and flopped in the air in unnatural ways as it fell to the ground. “Ungie beasts. Those abominations are patrolling the building!”
“I hate those bloodthirsty monsters!” he cursed.
“We need to turn our silent meter to max. Valiic, switch spots with me. You cover my ass, and I’ll take front. I don’t want your loud plasma cannon to alert whatever else is in here.” 
I locked my assault rifle back on its mag lock and opened one of my pouches, then pulled out a suppressor. After pulling off my pistol, I spun on the suppressor and popped on my shield. Its diamond shape covered my body almost completely as I crouch-walked.
Taking the lead, I started maneuvering down the pitch-black hallways. Through my night vision visors, I could see the destruction in each room. Cabinets were opened, paper thrown around the rooms, and hologram projectors and glass lab equipment lay in separate pieces across the floors. Occasionally, I saw the lifeless bodies of qwayks and humans dumped for the rodents. From their wounds, I gathered they were questioned and tortured. In one room, I saw the burnt remains of two qwayk scientists. I almost felt sorry for them. Almost.
Sensing my displeasure, Valiic reminded me, “Remember, James, we have our mission. We must evacuate Kalvin Keefe. Don’t let your personal feelings get in the way.”
“You can trust me to complete the mission,” I reassured him.
Coming up to the stairs, I looked at the beacon. “Kalvin is still in the same spot, about three floors down.” I showed Valiic and signaled him to start down the stairs.
A few seconds later, the entire building shook like we were in the belly of a beast. Soon after, distant explosions clapped my eardrums.
Looking over my shoulder, I whispered to Valiic, “You feel that?” Another explosion hit, this time closer. “It sounds like they might be trying to take down this whole building.” He looked at me for instruction. “Time to say screw it to silence. Simply put, we better put on the burners, or we may become far thinner versions of ourselves.”
I started to speed down the stairs. Soon, we were only one floor above our destination.
“Hold the destruction process. We have more intruders,” an unknown voice echoed through the hall a floor down. “Send the beast to my position.”
“It’s on its way,” another voice announced over their radio.
“Christ, we're going to have company!”
I leaped down the stairs, taking cover behind the nearest wall. Valiic, right behind, started firing down the hall.
“They see us! Take cover!” one of the voices yelled. They were enemy dytircs.
Using Valiic’s massive frame as cover, I fired a few shots at the hostile bonies. They fired back with their plasma rifles. 
“They’re blocking our path!” I yelled at Valiic over the gunfire. Springing out from behind Valiic again, I fired a few more rounds. “Got one,” I called out as I nailed one right in the head.
“There’s another one coming from the far right room,” Valiic called out.
“Push forward! Hug the open doorways for cover.” I fired more shots, hitting another one. “One more, he’s on--” I stopped dead in the middle of my sentence as heavy stomping shook the entire floor as it moved up the stairs.
“It’s coming from the stairs!” Valiic called out.
We both glanced at each other. Our matching petrified eyes would have told anybody we knew what ungodly creature was headed our way. Valiic, only a few meters away from the last dytirc, bashed him against the wall.
Looking at my cyberwatch, I yelled, “It’s the second to last door to the left! Use your burners!”
“Maelkii aren’t fast, you see,” he retorted.
With the stomping echoing ever so close, our dread was realized. Up the stairs came running a granite-skinned, nearly indestructible, towering boultha. A beast grown in a garden of hard-granite, durable and strong as hell. After bashing into the wall, causing the skyscraper to shake, it growled and stampeded toward us.
“It’ll be tapping our ass cheeks in thirty seconds tops!” I yelled as Valiic burst through the doors to the room where the beacon had led us.
“He’s not here!” Valiic shouted. “It’s just a storage room!”
“What? Kalvin, if you don’t show your ass right now, we’re leaving!” I screamed.
At that moment, a stack of boxes tumbled over, revealing a small hiding compartment. As the compartment opened, out stepped Keefe, wearing a night vision visor and holding a folder.
“Get on Valiic’s back, right now!” I pointed at Valiic.
“Pardon?” Kalvin asked.
“RIGHT NOW!” I screamed, losing my temper.
He didn’t hesitate. As soon as he climbed on, I led the way right out the door. Looking back, I noticed the boultha was only a few meters away!
“Quick, Keefe, where is a window?” I yelled over my shoulder.
Now staring at the gargantuan thing right behind Valiic, Kalvin screamed, “Right hall! Right hall!”
Losing my footing in the chaos, I grabbed the closest wall-corner to change momentum. “Burners, Valiic!” I threw myself through the window to an unexpected twelve story drop. Now midair, I twisted my body and prepared for the impact. “Valiic, twelve stories. Brace!” I tried to warn him through the screeching wind.
Using my legs to absorb the impact, I smashed against the marble streets below. A crater Valiic’s size was left as I recovered from a fall that would kill any normal human; lucky for me, I’m not. However, another few stories more, and even I wouldn’t walk off that fall. To my side landed Valiic, who fared better from the impact than me.
Shocked, Keefe, still on Valiic’s back asked, “By my calculations, that was a forty meter descend. He is a maelkii, although you are human. How could you survive that descent?” Not letting me answer, he continued, “Could it be… sunset orange hair, bottle green eyes, superhuman build--” he paused, “James Stone?”
“On the nose,” I confessed, annoyed. Before Kalvin was able to say anymore, I turned to Valiic. “Where’s the boultha?”
“I lost the creature at the turn. I think it was running too fast to change direction.” He looked up at the window to check if the boultha was about to leap through the glass.
“I’ve got a fine idea. Let’s help finish what those dytircs started by blowing up the building while they're still inside.” I reached in one of my pouches and snatched out some heavy explosives.
“Unnecessary. When the dytircs failed to pinpoint the location of the documents they desired, they decided to demolish Aegis Laboratory. Fortunately, they were unable to finish that process.” Keefe climbed off Valiic’s back.
“And what documents would that be?” Putting away my explosives, I indulged him.
“Research… research that carries a probability of divulging the Wersillian Legion’s motivations regarding this war.” He showed me the folder. “The Wersillian Legion would never encroach on an ARW system without logic. Somehow they obtained knowledge of what my researchers were on the threshold of discovering… something they did not fancy us identifying. That is precisely why I issued a priority code 199 Rederick. You must evacuate me to safety, immediately.”
“Very well. Just don’t twist your balls in a knot.” I used my cyberwatch to call the commander. “Commander Sizar, this is James Stone. We need a priority one evac right away. Location is Haveron Street, behind Aegis Laboratory.”
“This is Commander Sizar. I hear you loud and clear. The enemy is retreating, so your evac will be down in a few clicks. Hold tight. Sizar out.”
Kalvin stared at me, and I back at him. It was only now, taking in his face, that memories from my past, memories I'd buried, resurfaced. After all, Kalvin Keefe was the man responsible for many of the demons created from my past.




Chapter 4: Twisted Childhood I - The Beginning

February 3, 2100 – February 7, 2100
James Stone
When I was ten, I hated having such a boring dad. He wasn't one of those fun fathers who would spin you around by your arms until you were dizzy. He didn’t build me a go-cart or throw a ball around with me. He wasn’t the type to gush over my art work or inflate my ego in any way. Mostly I only saw him on the weekends when he fell asleep in front of his soap operas, beer in hand and chips scattered in easy reach. That was then. Today, two years later, I hard-wish that were still the case. Now, I hardly see the bastard as a dad. All I see is the monster he's become.
Clank, clank.
Behind the front door, my mother and I heard my dad fumbling with his keys on the porch. Mom had finished cooking dinner for us a few minutes ago. Most people had a Magic Meal in their homes to materialize different types of food on demand; or so I learned in school. Sadly, our poverty forced my mother to cook.
A minute went by before my dad bumped through the door and stopped to see us waiting for him. His drunk stare had us sitting with our feet on eggshells. Stumbling and struggling to make it to the table, he fell over his chair before sitting. Shaking in my shoes, I sat as still and upright as I could, yelling internally at each of my muscles to relax. The soft fumes from my ramen noodles hugged my nose.
Dropping his silverware, my dad looked at my mom. “Sarah, I was fired t’day. Er’since Earth started allowin’ aliens t’live wit us, da qwayks hav’ben takin’ our jobs. Now… it was my turn. Dos white-haired qwayk bastards are just… too… damn… smart fa screw-ups like me.” He slurred his words due to his drunken state before studying my mother’s face for a minute. I knew he was going to go off any second. After all, he had a hard-case of the aggressive drunk cliché. His cheeks boiled red. “Hey! Ya wanna say somethin’, den say it!”
“I don’t have anything to say,” she mumbled.
“Wha was dat?” He positioned his ear closer to her.
“I don’t have anything to say,” she repeated, a bit louder.
My dad pointed at her face and shook his hand. “Ya hav dat look again.”
“I don’t have any look.” Her eyes began to shine from the forming tears.
“Wha… wha do ya want fra me?” He stuttered his words and shook his head in disbelief. She sat silent, unable to think of what to say. Fueled by alcohol, his anger burst into flames. “Ya dink Ima failure, don’t ya?” He grabbed his plate and hurled it across the room, sending a tension-buffing shatter throughout the room. Standing up, he screamed, “Ya dink I lost ma’ job cause Ima failin’ husband who can’t support us!”
My mom sat in her chair in tears. It only added to his fire. Marching to her side of the table, he snatched her by the hair and pulled her to the floor. I jolted around in my chair, crying rivers of tears as he beat on her. This was the sixth time this month. He pounded away, bounced her head to and from the hardwood floor. Blood dyed her hair a scarlet red. One of her eyes was swollen, and her nose was crooked.
After she stopped struggling, he released his grasp and yelled, “I gav up everythin’ fa dis family… fa you… fa him! I spent every dime on both of ya, n’ wha hav ya two done?” He pointed at me but stared at her. “Ya sit on ya ass every day n’ defend dat disgrace ov a child. He’ll end up like me, a failure, n’ yet ya support him!”
“Dad. Stop, pl-please,” I begged, balling my hands into fists.
“James. Sh-shh...” My mom coughed through the blood running down her mouth.
Letting go of her, he turned to me. “I knew it was a mistake to have ya! Ya nothin’ more dan a screw-up, like ya ol’ man!” As he stumbled toward me, I fled the chair and sprinted toward my bedroom. “Come here, ya li’l rat!” he hollered.
As soon as I reached my room, I grasped the door by the knob and tried to slam it shut - but my heart skipped a beat as the door was blocked by my father. I froze. Next thing I knew, he backhanded me to the ground.
On my knees, adrenaline pumped into my veins...only, there was something else, too. I felt a burst of strength and energy like I’d never experienced before. 
Kneeling down to face me, my dad said, “Come on. Ima takin’ ya to a dump where ya belong.”
Before he could grab me, my mom crawled back in the room from the kitchen. “Don’t you TOUCH him, Henry!”
“I swear’da God, Ima gonna KILL ya, too!” He turned to look at her.
“No! NO!” I wailed, punching him as hard as I could in the eye just as he turned back to face me.
I never expected what happened next. From the sheer force of the impact, his skull caved inward. His now lifeless body dropped to the floor. As his head banged against the carpet, his crushed brain swooshed around in his head. A line of his blood formed into a teardrop on my fist before falling. It plopped against the base of his eye socket and dripped to the carpet moments later.
“He’s… h-he’s d-dead! W-what did you-- h-how did you--” My mother’s eyes beamed up at me, then back at him; over and over.
“I-I-I d-don’t know. I-I didn’t think that… that would happen. I-I--” I stared with wooden eyes at the pool of blood that formed around my dead father’s head. “Jesus. What have I done?” The words bounced around in my head.
My mom used the wall to force herself up; her legs were noodles under her weight. Powering her way to me, she placed her hands on my shoulders and knelt in front of me. “James...James. Look into my eyes.” I did as instructed, only to see the same guilt I had reflecting back at me. “Whatever this is… whatever happened… how it happened… it doesn’t matter. We can… figure it all out later. But… now… in this moment, we need to get rid of the evidence. What you did and how you did it may scare a lot of powerful people if this was ever discovered. So, I need you to follow my every instruction. I know I’m asking a lot, but you can’t be a kid for this. Do you understand?”
I nodded.
“Good. Now come on, help me load him into the car.”
I'd seen enough crime shows to know she wanted to hide the body. And that was just what we did.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
One foggy morning, four days after I'd killed my father, I jolted awake, screaming from a nightmare. My mother sprinted into my room and saw the sweat dripping down my chin and neck. Even with the cover over me, I had cold chills crawling around my torso.
“Honey, it’s okay. It was just a nightmare. You’ll be fine.” She put her arms around me, holding me as I settled down.
From the adjacent room, my grandparents sprinted in to see what the commotion was all about. “James, Sarah. Are you two alright?”
“Yes. Can you give us a few minutes? I got it handled,” my mom responded. 
She and I had been staying at her parents’ house while she looked for a job. Two days ago, she'd put our house up for sale, saying it held too many negative memories.
About two hours later, I woke up again, this time to a pleasant dream. It was a Sunday, so I didn’t have school. I took a shower, ate breakfast, then went to play with my toys...at least I'd planned to play with toys; instead, I just stopped and stared at them. How could I go back to playing with toys after what had happened with my father? How could I imagine an ideal world using these toys when I could see all the flaws in this one, the real world? To me, it felt as if something pulled away some of the color from the world the moment my father died in front of me. I couldn’t bring myself to play with toys, so I just switched on the holographic projector for some television.
A few minutes later, my grandfather came into the room and sat on reclining couch in the corner of the white-walled, pictureless living room. “How’ya doing, sonny?”
I switched off the holographic projector. “How would you be doing if you killed somebody? I mean… I hated his guts for everything he put Mom and me through… still though, he was my father. Mom always said I act much older than I am, but… I just-- it’s hard.”
His eyes were locked on me, studying me for a minute. He then glanced to the other room, checking to see if anyone was there. “Your mom would kill me for saying this to you, but… I do believe it may help. I-I was in your position once before.”
“Jesus, Grandpa, you killed someone?”
There was pain reflecting in his eyes and through his voice. “Did your school teach you about World War III yet?”
“Heard about it. But the school system usually holds back on the details until high school. You know, with it being human history’s most brutal war and all that jazz.”
“For good reason. Human population was at almost twelve billion souls on Earth before the war and declined to under five billion… sixty percent gone in the first few years. Rivers ran red.”
“That… is some next level bloodshed. Even still, I expected more from you given your disclaimer at the beginning.”
He grinned. “You weren’t kidding when you said you act older than your age.” His grin flashed away, and his eyes jumped back to the past. “The year is 2067. There were two sides: The United Nations of Democracy, we called them the UNOD, and the Selection of Communist Parties, or SOCP. I served in the former. World War III began due to years of tensions over resources - mainly around energy sources. At this time, we had yet to create a successful fusion reaction, and geothermal power was too unstable and unreliable. In order words, Earth couldn’t sustain its population any longer. Because of this potentially world-ending conflict, times were sour and bleak of joy. It wasn’t until 2068 that I was drafted, and it was the second worst day of my life. The first came on the day of September 9, 2072. After my unit was hit by an ambush, my best friend and I… w-we were all that remained.” There were tears in his eyes. “I-I knew the stubborn son of a gun all my life… since… since growing up in the city together. And here we were, at war, just us two, and an enemy squad chasing us. But the kicker… the kicker is, he wasn’t as lucky as I was. See, I was hit, sure… with blood pouring down my shoulder. But he was wounded so badly that I was carrying him down a path through a forest. We could hear the voices of the enemies getting closer, and he said… and I-I will never forget this: Put a bullet in me, I’m only going to get us both killed.” There was a pause, and the hairs on my neck stood tall. “If the enemy captured him, his remaining days would be filled with torture as they extracted information from him. So… so I set him down, looked into his brown eyes, and watched as the life left them the moment I pulled the freven trigger. I killed my best friend that day, only to live my life with that memory stuck in my head. James, sonny, it won’t be easy living with what you did even though your father turned out the way he did, but I can tell you that you still made the right decision. Take solace in that.”
“Jesus.” I was at a loss for words.
“By 2079, the UNOD defeated the SOCP and united the entire Earth under one senate and one judicial branch. I remember days… no, weeks of celebrations. For the first time in the history, Earth was united. And in that victory, my friend’s death didn’t go wasted. Make sure you take something positive away from your dad’s death.”
I nodded but was still interested, so I asked, “And the aliens? When did they make their grand entrance?”
“Near the end of World War III, advancements in slip space technology, or warp drives, took off. Two years after the war, humans made their first successful jump to Mars. Three days later, the qwayks landed on Earth, coming in peace. They offered humans an alliance with them, and the other two species allied with the Alliance of Republic Worlds for reasons I'm unclear on. After months of debating, Earth’s new senate accepted the alliance. Ever since then, our worlds have become more and more integrated. The only exception has been the maelkii. They mostly keep to themselves on their home planet, Maelkiin, instead.”
When Grandpa finished his story, I got up and walked toward the kitchen. 
Knock, knock, knock.
The thuds came from the front door. My mother came into the kitchen and headed for the front door; her rushed steps clanked against the wooden floor. “Who could that be at such an early hour in the morning?” she asked herself. I followed her. When she opened the door, two men in GDI uniforms were standing there. “May I help you?” my mother asked them.
Showing their badges, both men introduced themselves. One then followed up by saying, “We're from the Global Department of Investigation. Are you Sarah Stone?”
“Yes,” she answered, a bit nervous.
“When was the last time you saw your husband?” they continued.
“Well, he's been missing for a few days. I filed a report.” My mom told them half the truth.
“Yes, we have that here.” One of them pulled up the report on their cyberwatch. “It says you filed it three days ago, is that correct?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry to inform you, we found him dead just this morning.”
Taking a few seconds to respond, my mom pretended to be shocked and even managed to form up a few tears. “Y-y-you did? I ca-can’t believe it.” She stuttered the words.
“Yes, ma’am, we are truly sorry.” They comforted her for a moment. “I know this is hard for you, but we need you and your son to come in for questioning. You see, he was murdered, and we need all the info you can give us to find his murderer.”
“Sure, ah… no problem. James, come on.”
She put her hand on my back, and we walked with the investigators to their car, passing the bushes that brushed up against the walkway. One of the GDI agents opened the back door and gestured for us to get in. He closed the door, then entered the front of the vehicle with his partner. Thick metal bars separated us from them, probably to protect them from someone trying to escape the vehicle.
My mom and I sat in silence. And it wasn’t until now that I realized silence can be deafening. All the thoughts I had, all the nightmares, played on a loop in my head throughout the car ride.
Eventually, I was pulled back to reality when my mom leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Do not say anything to them. I'll do all the talking.”
After a long drive, we arrived at the GDI interrogation station. They led us into the building, through guarded doors. Inside the common area, many GDI officers rushed around the desks, while others typed against holographic keyboards; everyone was hard at work. Each room was enclosed with reinforced walls made with concrete blocks and some form of metal I'd never seen before. There were guards with rifles strapped over their backs posted around each room. Each door required a GDI agent to open it with an eye scan and badge swipe. Upon arriving in the interrogation area of the building, the GDI agents separated me from my mother and forced us into two different rooms. Unable to think, I followed the agent and looked back at my mother with wide eyes. She began to struggle with another agent as he pulled her away from me.
They placed me in a room by myself, where I sat for over an hour. Through a window, I saw various men enter and talk with my mother in the room across from me. I tried to make out what they were saying but failed miserably.
I almost fell asleep from boredom before two GDI agents entered the room and sat across from me. One even brought me a glass of water. After a few days of living with my unnatural strength, I'd learned how hard to grip items such as glass. I cautiously wrapped my hand around the glass of water and lifted it to my mouth for a drink.
The two agents introduced themselves to me before proceeding. “So, your mother in there,” the agent pointed to the room, “just admitted to the murder of your father, Henry. However… a few things don’t quiet add up.” He slid a folder over to me. Inside, a picture displayed an imprint of something I couldn’t make out. “This is an imprint we found engraved in your father’s skull, which was shattered into quite a few pieces.” He pointed to the picture. “It took us a while to figure it out, but we finally came to the conclusion that… that it's the imprint of a child’s fist… probably around your age.”
Both agents searched my face and awaited a response. I clenched my fist against the cold metal bars of my chair. It took every bit of courage I had to keep myself from shaking. 
“We found DNA samples of two individuals still on the shirt, despite it being wet… a beauty of modern science. Your mother was a match. I wonder if you will be, too.” My inner voice was practically screaming. “Look, James. You’re just a kid. All we want is your story to clear things up. If it happens to be self-defense, then let us help you. Besides, we're… quite interested to know just how you killed your father.” This is what my mother warned me about. If they were to find out the truth as to how I killed my dad, what would they do, self-defense or not?
Only a second later, another agent entered the room and whispered into the ear of one of the other agents. “Excuse me,” he said to me, then they all left the room.
My mind screamed, “Run!”, but my body wouldn’t move. Anxiety built with each passing minute until a human and qwayk escorted my mother into the room. These two were wearing suits, not the uniform worn by a GDI office. What was going on?
Remembering my studies at school, I was able to tell this qwayk was a female because of her smaller size and green eyes. I knew males could only have teal or blue eyes, and females could only have green or yellow-green eyes. That and the obvious three knockers on the qwayk female. Other than the thinner frame, gray skin, and vantors covering their faces, qwayks were very humanoid in appearance. The man with the qwayk was a black male; brown eyes that jumped with enthusiasm and a flat top hair style that stood tall and stiff. He spoke first.
“Incredible. The odds of encountering two gingers these days are borderline miniscule... a consequence of nano-immunal technology.”
“Who are you?” my mother asked, getting right to the point.
“Pardon me. My name is Kalvin Keefe, the Director of the Order of Aegis. This is Jean’ma Plow.”
My mother stopped him. “What’s Eye-Just, Ah-Just, whatever it’s called?”
“Aegis,” Kalvin corrected her. “Make no mistake, we are not an agency of the government. The Order of Aegis is a privately subsidized organization tasked with the development and research of technology and artifacts in order to support the well-being of the Alliance of Republic Worlds, or ARW for short. Humbly, we take every measure to service all species affiliated under the ARW document.”
“And what are you doing here?” she asked, rushing them to their point.
“Our organization was informed about this astonishing case, and I had to glimpse it for myself.”
“Now you’ve seen it. So why else are you here?”
“Madam, we have confirmed that James,” he looked at me now, “murdered his father. Moreover, we confirmed the marks left on the both of you prove that atrocious excuse of a male was abusive. Lastly, after we explored your longstanding home, we acquired evidence that proves, beyond a reasonable doubt, that the father was killed in self-defense,” he leaned in a bit closer, bragging almost, “some of which was expertly planted by us.” He leaned back out. “Being a privately subsidized organized has its advantages - one of which is leeway. We have obtained the right to take James under our watch for research purposes. We--”
“You can’t take James! He's only twelve years old!” my mom started to beg.
“Madam, please, let me finish. We recognize for a fact that there is something exceptional about James, and we plan to uncover that.” This was what my mom and I feared. “Whether it be by force or your consent, we will have James in Project Ace. Nonetheless, if you would prefer, we can establish visiting days. The more you cooperate with us, the more benefits we can offer you, understand?”
“NOT ON YOUR LIFE! You have no right to take James! I'll bring the GDI into this matter!” My mother flew up and booked it toward the locked door, where she started to bang her fists against the glass. Kalvin sat still and looked at her with disappointment. “Where is everyone? I don’t see any GDI officers anywhere!” She banged louder and faster.
Kalvin pulled out a piece of paper and slid it over to where my mother had been sitting. “I request that you scribble down any substantial information about James: Daily routine; necessities; anything you can recollect. In addition, I want you to scribble down a precise time and day during the week when you would prefer to visit James.”
My mother ignored him and ran over to the security camera. “Help! He’s going to take my son!”
The camera was shut off. It was hopeless! She looked back at me with a look I rarely saw, yet it was all too familiar – a combination of pursed lips and a deadpan gaze. Her eyes drifted into thought, and she bit at her lips; this meant the matter was far from over.
“Madam, please have a seat.” After a long wait, my mother finally took a seat. Her eyes shot balls of fire at Kalvin. He either didn’t care or didn’t notice. With a bit of flare, he gestured to Jean’ma Plow. “This is our lead researcher at the Aegis Research Center, and she will have the responsibility of researching and caring for James. Our research center is a mere couple hours away from your current residence. I took the liberty of jotting down the center’s address on that paper I handed you. Since James has not attended high school yet, I am curious: Does he own a render chip at the current moment?”
“No. I couldn’t afford one, and since high school is the first place where he'd be in an integrated school with the other species, I figured I could wait to get him one.” My mom hid the anger and sorrow from her voice.
“Madam, you are in luck. I just happened to bring along the newest model.” Using a utensil, he pulled out a microchip smaller than a grain of rice from his bag. “This is the tiniest model to date, and it is programmed with every identified language in the galaxy. It should have no trouble translating every identified species’ native language into English for James to comprehend.” He looked at me. “Lean over, James. I promise this will not be painful.” 
He placed a render chip in each of my ears. Once inside, small legs tickled my skin as they crawled farther down my ears and planted themselves near my eardrums. At first the sensation was unusual; soon I didn’t even notice it.
My mother spent the next twenty minutes listing everything she could think of on that paper. Meanwhile, Jean’ma ran a few minor tests on me, taking my blood pressure and listening to my heart. Afterwards, they gave me and my mother a few minutes to say goodbye.
My mother removed the cross from around her neck and placed it in my hand. “James, I want you to keep this until I figure everything out. I don’t want you to worry. They said I can visit you every week. I want you to be strong for me. Behave, and follow everything they ask you to do.”
She couldn’t keep from crying as she hugged me one last time.




Chapter 5: Twisted Childhood II - Tortured

March 5, 2103 – March 18, 2103
James Stone
“James, come on, it’s time to start today’s testing,” said Jean’ma Plow, leading me down a bland hallway to the same room as always.
“What load of torture can I expect today?” I asked with dread in my voice and waited miserably for her response.
“Shock therapy,” she said as a devious smile sprouted across her face.
Therapy... yeah, right. 'Torture' is a word that better encompasses this hell, I thought but responded to her with a hesitant smirk, hiding away my abhorrence for this horrible woman like a dirty magazine.
For the first few weeks, the scientists pushed my body to and past my limits; measuring my durability, strength, perception, reflexes, and speed. After that, for around three years the researchers ran tests to locate the markings in my DNA that made me so special. Test after test I endured, many of them causing me excruciating amounts of pain. Last week, they put me in an ice bath for an hour. The week before that, they stuck needles into some of my major bones. To my knowledge, each test thus far had been unsuccessful. My mother’s weekly visits were the one thing that kept me going. Once she found out what they were doing to me, she began to campaign and protest against the Order of Aegis; unfortunately, that protest and campaign has yet to gain enough ground to get me released.
“Sit here.” 
Jean’ma tapped her hand against the chair to her left. Like always, I was taken to the same room.  Hologram monitors and lab equipment surrounded me in all directions. Behind each monitor was a research scientist, some of whom were human, the rest of whom were qwayks. It'd become routine for me.
The hard seat cushion refused to compress under my weight. Bumps lining the cushion of my chair forced my back to bend against it; too bad the uncomfortable seat was the best part about the test. Ready, I awaited the inevitable pain. They strapped me down with three-inch veridium braces to keep me in place. Veridium, one of the toughest metals ever discovered, doesn’t conduct electricity. A rubber mouthpiece was placed in my mouth for me to bite down on. After that, they encased both arms, legs, and my chest in metal. To finish off the setup, they placed some wires on my wrists, head, arms, legs, and chest to look for my DNA markers. If this test were successful, my DNA markers should light up on their monitors. Or so the scientists claim.
“Three, two, one,” Jean’ma started. I bit down on the rubber in my mouth. “Begin!”
The first shocks traveled from the metal on my left arm to the metal around my chest. Starting off weak, the shock was like an itch you can’t scratch. Following the first shock, a second shock traveled from my right arm to my chest. Another shock traveled from my left leg to my chest, and another from my right leg to my chest. This cycle repeated for ten minutes as the researchers made notes on their monitors, clicking away on projected keyboards; some were writing in qwayk languages, others in human languages.
“The markers aren’t appearing,” one researcher said.
“Time to increase the current,” instructed Jean’ma.
“As you wish. Doubling the current in three, two, one.” I bit down on the rubber harder. “Begin!”
“Ergh!”
I thrust my waist forward with each shock. At the higher current, my body felt as if it had been thrown into a wasp's nest. For another ten minutes, the pattern was repeated.
“Still no markers.”
“Quadruple the current this time,” Jean’ma instructed.
“That would max us out, Jean’ma. His heart could stop!”
“If that happens, we’ll revive him. Continue with the test.”
“Yes, ma’am. Three, two, one.” I braced every muscle in my body. “Begin!”
“ERGH-AAGH!”
I screamed as the first bolt zapped through my body. It hit me like a truck and was so powerful, it was visible; a bolt launched out of my arm to my chest. Third degree burns were left in its wake. A light show brightened the room as I thrust my body in every direction and tried to break my constraints. The next ten minutes dragged on slower than a dead snail.
“No markers, ma’am.”
“Damnit! Just have the next test ready for next week,” Jean’ma sighed.
“Wait, should we take James to the infirmary?”
“No. James will heal. Do as I instructed.” 
She had some of the scientists remove my constraints and carry me back to my room. No fifteen-year-old should have to endure the hell I experienced.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Two days later, I couldn’t contain my excitement as I awaited the arrival of my mother. I hopped up and down on my bed until she arrived.
“James.”
My mother ran around the corner and threw herself around me. She sat there, on my bed, hugging me for minutes before saying anything. Finally, after my face finished turning blue, she looked directly into my eyes.
“What did they do to you this week?”
“Shock therapy.”
“Therapy, my ass,” she cursed toward the door as if she wanted them to hear her. “Do you know what they're planning for you next week?”
“N-nope.” I teared up thinking about it. “Mom. I don’t know how much more of this glorified torture I can take. Test after test! My body feels like it's crumbling apart!”
She put her arms around me. “I know, sweetheart. I’m here for you now. The case is moving all the way up to the global judicial court. I’m so close to getting you released from this cruel place.”
“I would say I hope so, but hope feels out of reach.” I still had tears in my eyes.
“Let me tell you something, James. When I get you out of here, we're going to move as far away from here as possible. Once we're gone, I want you to do one thing for me. James, look at me.”
I looked up at her face. “What?”
“I want you to set a goal for yourself, and I don’t want you to ever let others take it away from you. After what this world has put you through, you don’t owe it a damn thing. Whatever you decide to do, I'll always be there for you. Remember that, James.”
“When we leave, can Grandma and Grandpa come, too?”
“Of course.”
We continued our conversation through the hour, up until the projected clock above the doorway rang as the minute hand topped off at the twelve.
“Alright, honey, I have to go. I need to get ready for work tomorrow and the case next week.”
“Take care.” I wiped off a tear, and she gave me one last hug before leaving.
After she was gone, Kalvin ambled through the door, still sporting his flat top hairstyle and wearing class as clothes. Ever since I was forcefully tossed in this torment they call a project, I was removed from the school system. Kalvin had taken it upon himself to teach me instead. To be honest, his courses have been some of the highlights of my week; however, I always have that feeling when I see his face. The urge to whack him right in the jaw for putting me here. But each week, I somehow manage to hold my fist to my side.
I expected Kalvin to gentleman-walk his way to the front of my room with a random scientist behind him, wheeling in a holographic projector. That wasn’t the case. He had this funny expression on his face; guarded with hints of interest, all while showing less confidence than usual. He swung the seat of my desk chair around so the backrest faced me. He sat, arms resting at the top of the backrest and legs spread between it. 
“My intentions today were to lecture you on the ARW’s transportation system; however, given recent happenings in current galactic affairs, I considered it indispensable to enlighten you on your situation.”
His statement sent my mind steering for more information unlike any of Kalvin’s lessons ever had. “Err… I’m not sure I follow.” 
I left the comfort of my bed and took refuge in a reclining chair just next to it in an effort to distance myself from Kalvin.
Running his hand through his flat top, Kalvin began, “You remember the lectures on the history of human war?”
“One of your more engaging lessons… so, short answer: Yes. Why?”
“That in mind, what do you envision a war to be like?”
I smiled. “Better than this special section of hell.” Kalvin smirked. I played that line off like a joke, but nothing could be truer in my mind.
Kalvin’s eyebrows twitched. “Funny. But on topic, allow me to enlighten you on what goes into a war. War has sides… and each respective side wants to establish supremacy over the other while minimalizing casualties on their respective ends.”
I interrupted, “Come on, I know this. Let’s get this gear in rotation.”
“As you wish. Leaders, the ones who control the fates of their side, they are the ones with the true burdens. Leaders, such as myself, are forced to decide early on whether freedom or the safety of many is of more importance. James, you are a result of that decision.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Me? Excuse me, but… what are you on about?”
“James, we are at war.” His words dropped stones of shock over my face. “Next to nobody knows this at this moment, especially the civilian population of the ARW. They cannot know, at least not at this current time.”
“Okay, okay. We're at war. What beans does that get me? How do I fit into your sly puzzle?”
“The ARW’s enemy is vast, like nothing we have ever seen. Unless I can find something, I foresee the ARW on its knees, bowing before our enemies. It may be ten years, twenty, even thirty before that would come to pass, but time is now of the essence.”
“And I’m your… something you need? Or rather what I am, that's what you seek. In reality, I’m nothing more than a science project to you.”
“That is more untrue than you can comprehend. And you are correct, your abilities may give the ARW an advantage we desperately need against these foes… if, and only if, we can duplicate them in others. Imagine an army of aces fighting the war for us.”
“I’m a galaxy away from invincible. Your tests showed that. And do you really want to give others my strength, healing, reflexes--”
Kalvin stopped me, holding up his palm. “You really grasp so little about what aces are.”
“Maybe it’s because you keep me in the dark.”
“Then consider this bringing you into the light: We found another like you. And his gifts are… well, let us just say his power level exceeds that of your own. This revelation leads me to a theory: Ace abilities are unique to the individual and all without repetition. And if galactic rumors are to be believed, aces are not limited to humans.”
“Does that include the enemy you were talking about?”
“Chances show a high probability. So, you can see the importance of creating more aces using what we learn from studying you.” The ego and absurdity behind that last statement flipped a switch. After all he's put me through, he doesn’t even have the guts to call it what it is: Torture.
I gave a wry laugh. “Is that what you call it?”
“Enlighten me: How would you define it?” Kalvin’s confidence was back, and I could see his guard lift right before my eyes.
“How would I define it? You took a kid away from his mother, held me against my will, sent me up and down hell’s roller coaster of pain, and I’m sure that’s not the only wrong done under your name! How do you live with yourself?” That last remark might have been too big of a cherry on top, but he did deserve it.
Kalvin’s nose twitched, and his calm demeanor disappeared. “And I presume you are an expert on what is right and what is wrong! You cannot comprehend an utter syllable of what I sacrifice! I forfeit morals for the well-being of the ARW! Nothing else. Now, if you are finished belittling me, I will take my leave.”
Before I said anything, he gentleman-walked out of the room filled with tension, cutting through it as if it weren’t there.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
“James, time for another test.”
Jean’ma appeared at my door. Her face reminded me that another week of my life died away in this place. Taking my sweet time to get up, I couldn’t even bring myself to imagine what torture they had in store for me this week.
“What is it today?” I asked per routine.
“We'll be blasting you with energy from space. This week, the energy will be consistent with the energy released throughout space by the 2nd Big Bang from 2036.” She led me to a new room. “You’ll be pleased to know the next few weeks of testing will be pain-free. We're going to try different energy waves duplicated from space.”
Nothing she said after that mattered. I couldn’t be any more relieved.
Curious, I asked, “Why that specific energy?”
“Because of how strange it was to our society at the time. It was some sort of anomaly, a blast of energy shot out from... well, who really knows where? Yet it seemingly had no effect. Whoosh…just like that, the wave passed through the Milky Way, never to be seen again. It’s nothing like the original Big Bang, but just as mysterious.”
In the new room, there was only a steel, shiny machine. If a giant was sick and needed a pill, he may swallow this pill-shaped machine by mistake. Surrounding the room was see-through glass in every direction. Through it, I could make out many hologram monitors managed by the usual researchers.
“Climb in the machine,” Jean’ma instructed. 
I slipped in, and the door closed behind me. Seconds later, Jean’ma’s footsteps stomped away, and soon after, the machine activated to a hum.  Something inside the machine began to rotate, increasing in speed with each second. Its noise grew in volume and rattled around like an empty spray can. After a few minutes, the spinning slowed down and the machine switched off. It released me, and I climbed out. Jean’ma was standing there, waiting for me, happier than I’ve ever seen her.
“We found it!” She shook in place, flailing her hands in joy.
“Found what?” I indulged her.
“Your markers. They lit up like a nightlight as soon as the energy flowed through your body. We now know exactly where in your DNA your ace abilities are linked to.”
She was now jumping up and down. I took a step back, uncomfortable with her strange happiness.
“So, ah… you’re done with me?” I hesitantly asked.
“Not quite yet. We’re going to try and duplicate your DNA change into others; humans, dor’o, qwayks, and maelkii alike. So, we want you to just sit tight while we run tests on others.”
When will this torment be over?
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Sitting in my room, I waited for my mom to appear around the corner. It was that time in the week for another pleasant visit from her.
She’s really stretching the clock, I thought as I glanced at the clock on the wall to see that she was already fifteen minutes late.
Instead of my mother, Kalvin Keefe appeared around the corner. As he entered my room, he grabbed my desk chair and pulled it to the right side of my bed, sitting in the same position as his last visit. He wasn’t supposed to be here for another hour.
Facing me, he started off by asking a question far less enthusiastically than usual. “How is my star discovery today?”
“We aren’t supposed to have another session until I’m done talking with my mom. Where is she?” I didn’t bother answering his question.
Dodging the question, he proceeded. “My researchers have been struggling with replicating your DNA markers in every host we have tested up to this current moment; young and old, human and non-hu--”
I cut him off and slammed my fist on my mattress. “Where is my mom? She’s supposed to be here by now.”
“James. There is no painless way to express what I am about to reveal to you. Mere days ago, somebody lit your grandparents’ residence on fire. The fire triggered an explosion, killing your grandparents and your mother instantaneously,” he said as calmly as he could, though each word seemed to stab deeper and deeper into my mind.
“W-wh-wh… what?” I stuttered, not fully processing what had just dropped from his mouth.
“They perished. A mere few days before official trial, too,” he repeated.
Feeling my heart crumble down to my toes, I leaped out of my bed and threw it across the room, howling and screaming from emotional pain. Running over to my dresser, I started punching holes through it, ignoring the physical pain of the sharp wood tearing my skin. Kalvin watched in amazement as I destroyed everything in the room, only leaving after I fell to my knees in tears and agony.
“They were all I had!” I screamed, with tears streaming down my face.
In front of the destroyed dresser, my mother’s cross fell out. I scooped it up and held it to my chest. Unable to bear the heartache, I fell down against the cold floor. For hours, I lay there with dried tears on my cheeks and a hollow soul before falling into slumber from emotional exhaustion.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
I woke up in the medical room with bandages wrapped around my hands. For a few minutes, I sat up and looked around. Pushing yesterday’s disastrous reveal to the back of my mind, I got up – and that’s when I noticed something interesting: there were no personnel in the room. I walked past the doctor’s desk in the corner and passed some locked cabinets full of medicine before walking up to the door to another room. Unlike the entrance door I’d passed, this door didn’t lead to a hallway; instead, it led to a large medical equipment storage room. Through the door’s thick window, I could see a vent blocked by a bolted steel barrier at the top of the storage room. By the looks of it, they hadn’t replaced those bolts in decades; rust covered the heads of them.
I bet I could pull that steel barrier right off, the thought occurred to me.
At that moment, I knew what I wanted to do: I was going to finish what my mom started and get myself out of this prison. I was going to be strong, like she always wanted me to be. No more tears, no more waiting. The only problem was, like all doors in this building, the door to the storage room required a card to open. And the doors couldn’t be forced open, not even by me.
If I can get the doctor’s card, I can leave this unending abyss of pain, I thought. Maybe I could sweet talk the doctor to distract her while I reach into her back pocket for the card.
Looking at the clock, it dawned on me why the room was empty: It was lunchtime. Not wanting to get caught snooping, I lay back in bed and pretended to be asleep. Only a few minutes passed before the door opened and the doctor stepped in. Now I pretended to be waking up and unwrapped the bandages from my arm to reveal healed wounds.
“No, no. Don’t get up.” The doctor rushed over to me. “You had a rough night. When you didn’t wake the following morning, they brought you to me.”
“Christ, how long was I out?” I pushed myself up.
“You were in a coma for four days,” she comforted me.
“Whoa!” I didn’t really know what to say.
“Hang on, let me get your heart rate and blood pressure.” She wrapped a cuff around my arm and placed the end of the stethoscope on my chest. “Your heart is beating a little fast for someone who’s been lying down.”
“Err… I was thinking about my mom,” I lied, at the same time holding back tears. No more tears.
Eyes drowning in empathy, she said, “I’ll get you some anti-depressants. It’ll be off the books, so don’t tell anyone.” She walked toward one of the cabinets. Seeing the opportunity, I wiggled off the bed. As my foot caught the handle, the bed slid. “What are you doing back there, James?”
“Err… scratching my neck.” I pulled the first thought I could from my top of my head. The last thing I needed was for her to see me.
I tiptoed up behind her as she shuffled through the cabinet. Suddenly, she grabbed a jar and began to turn.
“James, what are you--”
I dashed forward and latched my hand over her mouth and nose, keeping her from breathing. Struggling, she looked straight into my eyes with a blend of terror and surprise.
“Don’t worry. It’s all puppy toes and rainbows. Just go to sleep,” I whispered, trying to calm her. In a few seconds, she passed out and I released my hands. “I’m sorry.”
I reached my hand in her back pocket and discovered her card. Without hesitation, I slid it out, being careful not to hurt her. As soon as I slid the card through the key lock, the door unlocked with a click. Upon entering the room, I placed the closest cargo box underneath the vent.
I can reach!
Pulling with all my might, the metal bars began to cave an inch or two. It wasn’t enough, so I scanned the room and saw a long steel tube on one of the shelves. I trotted over, picked it up, and stuck it in-between the barrier and vent. The rusted bolts snapped after a good tug and some leverage on my side.
Holy lord, this may work!
Once the vent was off, I forced my way up, pressing my hands and feet against each side to hold my weight. I became a ghost, vanishing without anyone’s knowledge. Shimmying my way up the vent, I came upon a distant light source down one side. As I followed the light like a guide, each passing moment raised my heart rate.
After two minutes of crawling, an ear piercing alarm went off! Catching me off guard, I rammed my head into the aluminum ceiling.
“Ergh!” I covered my head, but it seemed the vent took the blunt of the blow. “So here I am, escaping three years of my life without a teardrop of remorse,” I whispered to myself, continuing on my mission.
Underneath me, I heard someone yell, “I hear him!” From behind, a qwayk male poked his head into one of the vent entrances far behind me. “I see him, and he’s heading outside.” The qwayk lowered his head out of the vent.
I chuckled to myself. “Thanks, dummy, for straight up telling me I was on the right path.”
Only moments later, the light shined in my eyes as I punched open the outside vent. As luck would have it, the vent was only about three stories up. With one pull, I threw myself out of the vent and braced myself for the landing.
A pain shot up my right side from the impact, and I pushed myself up from the sidewalk with my left hand. I was in an alley with only one exit. I took it and found myself amongst a crowd of people walking up and down the walkway between the many skyscrapers.
“Where to go? Where to go?” I repeated, looking around in desperation.
The blocky skyscrapers around me touched the clouds. Countless levels of cars zoomed by above me, and the midday sun was a ball of fire in the sky.
Dressed in a uniform similar to one that a mentally unstable person in a nuthouse would wear, I must’ve stood out like a police officer in the hood. That did not stop me from jogging up to some random Joe-Shmoe and asking, “How do I leave the city?”
“See that rest stop over there?” The man pointed at a tiny yellow building in the shadow of one of the surrounding skyscrapers. “There’s probably a taxi there.”
“Much thanks,” I told him and made a mad dash to the building, hoping to bail out of the city before any guards made it outside.
Racing toward the building, I spotted many of the same buildings next to almost every skyscraper, but I kept to my instructed path. Parked right next to the building was a taxi. I open the door and jumped in.
“Location, please,” a robotic driver asked me.
“Err…” I thought for a moment. “Stowe… in the Vermont Territory,” I told the driver.
I remembered what my mother told me about her hometown. She said it was a small town near a mountain and forest. I knew it was a place where I could hide, which was just what I needed. The taxi took off not a moment too soon, just as some guards ran out the front doors of the research center. Luck would have that they didn’t discover me.
“That’s for you, Mom.”
I sat back across the leather seat and relaxed. Really though, could it have been that easy to escape the Aegis Research Center this whole time? Or was something else going on?




Chapter 6: Twisted Childhood III - Boot Camp

March 4, 2104 - March 9, 2104
James Stone
A line.
When one thinks of a line, they see only a simple shape, but given context, a line can mean so much. A line of men and women, sorted alphabetically, brave enough to sign over their lives to the military stretched from the back of the recruitment tent all the way up to the recruiters at the front; a line that could very well lead to uncertain death, a line full of people wanting to make a difference, a line in which I stood, waiting for my turn.
“Roger Stevens,” the recruitment officer called the next name on the list. That man stepped up on the scale as the first recruitment officer scanned his medical record. “One hundred and two kilograms, one hundred and eighty centimeters.” A second officer wrote it down as the first officer said it. “Pass.” The second officer stamped on his papers.
Stevens stepped off the scale, and the back tent curtain flapped as he pushed through, disappearing to the other side. Before the recruitment officers called another name, the silence in the room was broken by a storm of coughs. Someone behind me broke the tension, and somehow I felt better about the decision I was about to make. It had been a year since I escaped the Order of Aegis, and in that time I experienced the heart-scratching pain of loneliness. To me, this was a way out.
“James Stone,” the officer called my name.
I stepped up on the scale and awaited inspection. The stares of the individuals in line seemed to strip me down. The tension was back. The officer looked up from my forged medical records. Surprise swept over his face as he read the scale.
“One hundred and fifty-one kilograms?! You don’t look over one twenty. What’s going on?”
“My muscle mass is far above the normal person’s muscle mass, sir,” I answered him. Unease swept over me as I wondered what was going through these people’s minds. Did they see me as a freak?
“Interesting.” He looked back at the sheet. “James Stone...where have I heard that name before?” He thought for a minute. “I remember you on the news… a boy who killed his father. Then nothing, never heard of again… well, until now. Here you are with a completely clean medical sheet, wanting to enlist in the ARW’s military. Tell me, James, why are you here?”
“I think I can help make an impact in the war, sir.” I stood still, not moving a muscle, as I awaited his judgment.
The recruitment officer studied me for a moment. “Maybe what this war needs is a freak like you,” he half-complimented me. Turning to the officer next to him, he said, “Write down one hundred and fifty-one kilograms, one hundred and ninety-one centimeters. Pass.” The officer stamped on my sheets.
“Much thanks, sir.”
I walked toward the curtain and pushed past. A transport vehicle awaited me. I entered.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Rain flooded the ground and splashed in our faces as we jogged on the dirt and mud course. A gully-washer rainstorm seemed to loom over our boot camp. Every step was met with splats of mud slogging up my legs. We were on the outskirts of the boot camp base. Beside us, our drill sergeant sat in a dirty, maelkii Type-2 Rover as it kept pace with us. Our drill sergeant was taller and had spikes thicker and longer than an average maelkii male which granted him ability to intimidate most people, even other maelkii. Hell, that was probably how he obtained the position of being a professional dick with a fine-grade military whistle at his disposal.
“Keep moving! War doesn’t stop for rain!” the drill sergeant shouted. “Come on, ladies, double time! Hell, I'd settle for single time right now. This is pitiful!”
I couldn’t help grinning. Even the most athletic dor’o were having trouble in the mud, and they’re the species that averages the best endurance in the ARW. During the run, I noticed a tiny man who could barely manage to keep up with the back of the crowd. For the few days I’d been at boot camp, I took a particular interest in him. He couldn’t be more than one hundred and sixty centimeters, and I doubted he weighed more than seventy kilograms. He was a little boy surrounded by grunting, bruting men, at least from the look of his stick figure portrait; he could easily be mistaken as a boy despite not being so. Yet he kept going, even when the sergeant and other soldiers taunted him.
As that man of interest lagged behind in the group, the sergeant positioned his vehicle right next to him. “At what point did I tell you to slow your maggot-ass down?”
“Sorry, s-si-sir,” he stuttered and shivered under the icy rain. Even though he was weak, I admired his spirit.
“Don’t be sorry. Tired is slow… slow is dead. Now get a move on before I put my foot up your ass and wear you like an autistic flip flop!” the sergeant yelled, insulting the poor kid in any way he could think of.
Apparently, the insults worked, as the guy pushed himself harder. His round face turned red from exhaustion, while his lips remained a dark blue from the freezing cold. Soon, he was finally able to catch up to me.
My favorite place to be is at the back of the group. Nobody really notices you unless you lag behind, which was never a problem for me. Another perk to this spot was, nobody expected anything from you. I often thought of surprising people with what I’m capable of, but I wasn’t ever ready to do so. I knew if I decided to show off a bit, I wouldn’t want the popularity and attention from it; instead, I’d use it to gain respect from the soldiers.
Now we were crossing the thirty-second mile mark, which meant the end of the track was seconds away. As usual, everybody trudged to the water pump at the end of the course. Once satisfied with their fill, they’d flop over for some much needed rest. I, on the other hand, made my way to the pump and drank after everyone had finished. Unlike them, I could wait. The officers have yet to find out about me, so I just followed along with their routine without drawing special attention to myself, yet at this moment I had one thought: I want them to know my potential. I couldn’t explain why I felt like now was the moment to show myself; nonetheless, the feeling tugged at me like an invisible weight.
Maybe I can use this to do some good, I thought.
After my drink, instead of resting, I decided I wanted to run the track a second time. To my understanding, the record for this track was supposed to be unbeatable. Today, I decided I wanted to beat the longstanding record.
“Sergeant, what’s the current record for the fastest time on this track, sir?” I walked up to him and asked.
“Two hours and fourteen minutes,” he replied with a growl, his voice sounding like he had rocks bouncing around in his throat, as always.
“Permission to challenge that, sir.” I smiled.
“On what terms?” He leaned in from his seat.
“If I beat that record, you pull whatever strings you have to get everyone here a couple of beers,” I suggested.
“And if you fail?” he challenged.
“I’ll leave that up to your discretion.”
Smiling, he said, “Granted.” He then pulled out a timer and yelled, “Begin!”
Seconds before taking off, I looked back to see a few people interested in my actions. Good, it’s time for some kick-ass inspiration, I thought.
I sprinted full speed in the mud and rain. As I rounded the first turn, I found out the hard way I didn’t have enough traction to make turns at my speed. The first turn sent me barreling into a tree. I willed myself up and rubbed off some mud. The second turn came, and I decided to try something different. As I rounded it, I slid to my side in an attempt to change directions. It worked! For the majority of the track, I was able to maintain full speed. Even though I lost some oomph in my steps by the end of the track, I still obliterated the record. I was back in just over an hour and greeted with cheers and dropped jaws. Up until that point, nobody knew just how different I was.
Cruising over to the crowd, the sergeant announced, “Because of a bet this man made with me,” he pointed at me, “I owe each and every one of you some beers. Tomorrow night, I’ll have them sent down to your barracks.” There was distaste in his voice.
After his announcement, I become one of the most popular men in our barracks, but I didn’t care for the popularity; I only needed it to fix a wrong I’d seen going on in this camp for a bit too long. After I was done being swarmed by my fellow soldiers, I made my way over to the tiny man from earlier and caught him right before he entered the food court.
“Sir.” I pulled on his shoulder.
He turned around. “Whacha want?”
“I’ve only been here for a short load of time, so would you mind explaining the Cliff’s Notes on something?”
He shook his head. “What do you want to know?”
“Just one thing: What does everyone have against you?” Come to think of it, that may have come out wrong.
He stepped away from me and crossed his arms. “Hey man, you’ll soon learn I’m not the person you want to hang with.”
Before I could respond, a boot camp soldier came up to me and said, “James, the sergeant wants to speak with you.”
I looked back to see that the tiny man had already disappeared into the food court. “Damnit.” I headed over to the sergeant and came to attention. “Sir?”
“At nine o’clock tonight, I want you to meet me in the officers’ barracks for a debriefing.”
I found this strange but didn’t question it. “Will do, sir.”
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Tonight, there was a full moon. Crickets chirped and trees rustled in the wind as I made my way over to the officers’ barracks. Mother Nature’s night wind had a crisp touch, as if she was breathing down your neck. Most of the soldiers were in their designated barracks, socializing and playing cards before turning in. The metal door creaked as I pushed it. My drill sergeant was waiting.
“Follow me,” he said.
I didn’t hesitate. He led me into a meeting room. A single military officer waited behind a long wooden stand. In the middle of the room stood a wooden chair.
“Sit,” the sergeant said, gesturing to the chair.
The officer watched in interest as I sat. The sergeant joined the female dor’o; her face was bright, and she seemed to add light to the room.
“Greetings to you. I’m Day-Bringer, manager of the legionnaire program,” she introduced herself. “James Stone. After close examination of the medical sheet you handed in during recruitment, I have confirmation that it was forged. Not only that, every record of your existence has been wiped. The only known information dug up on you was a news reel that claimed you killed your father in self-defense. I’m sure that was a traumatic event to go through.” I dreaded those repressed memories as they flooded back into my mind. “When I got the word from the sergeant here,” Day-Bringer glanced at the sergeant, then back at me, “about your recent feat, I wanted to find out who you were. To my disappointment, we have almost nothing. All that said, what you did opened some interesting doors for you.”
“What kind of doors are you talking about?” I asked.
“James, have you ever heard of the legionnaire program?”
“Nope.” I moved forward to the edge of my seat. She had my curiosity.
“I thought not, so let me fill you in. During this war, the Alliance of Republic Worlds has come to the consensus that our separate militaries need more integration. Ever since our alliance made contact with humans back in 2081, we saw humans’ potential to act as a middle ground for the alliance. Years later, qwayks, humans, and dor’o live fully integrated in each other’s worlds. This was part of the reason the ARW senate has decided to integrate our militaries. As we speak, this is happening. Our new integrated military will set up specialized units able to perform different tasks in war. This is where the legionnaire program comes into play. The legionnaire program will consist of 1112 six-man squads, specializing in accomplishing small but crucial missions during wartime operations. Do you follow me so far?”
“I do, ma’am.”
“Pleasant. The point to all of this, James, is, we feel you have the potential to make an impact in a specialized squad such as this. The problem is, we have already started training handpicked, proven soldiers for the legionnaire program. So, if you are interested, we need to know immediately. If you join the program, you will be the only soldier there with no prior training. So, my question to you is: Are you interested in proving yourself?”
“May I be honest with you, ma’am?”
“You may speak freely.”
“When I initially walked by the fine-glowing recruitment tent, my first thought wasn’t about serving the ARW or proving myself. See, when I walked by the recruitment tent that was damn near supported by the load of advertisements glued to the fabric, I saw an escape. It was a means out of a world that swallows you whole and shivfs you out on the other side. That’s all I cared about. The next day, I found someone who could forge a medical sheet, which I used to get recruited. Ever since I’ve been here, I find myself only wanting to find a place I can call my own. So tell me, ma’am, can this legionnaire program fulfill that for me? Can it give me a purpose and home?”
Day-Bringer shot the sergeant a baffled expression, which he shared, indicating they probably thought my values were odd. She then answered, “I can speak on behalf of the officers in charge of training soldiers for the legionnaire program. Our observations suggest that squads could develop a powerful, family-level bond between the soldiers. So yes, the squad you end up in could grow to be your home… as you put it.”
Her words were exactly what I wanted to hear. “I’m in.”
“Pleasant. In a week, you will be picked up and sent to the training camp. In the meantime, you are free to leave.” A smile covered Day-Bringer’s face; clearly, she was happy with my decision.
After leaving the meeting, I came within earshot of a dispute going on outside my barracks. I kept out of sight by hugging the edge of the barracks and listened to the words being thrown around.
“It was you, wasn’t it, you li’l creep?” one voice yelled, definitely riled up.
“No, man, I didn’t steal your uniform… honestly,” another voice claimed. I recognized that voice. It was from the tiny man I tried to speak with earlier.
After that response, someone thudded against the dirt. “Then why are you sneakin’ off at night?” To be honest, I could never sleep very well, so I saw the tiny man sneaking out every night, too. I never really cared why, but I was sure he wasn’t stealing uniforms.
“That’s none’ya damn business,” the tiny man retorted.
The man dragged him off the ground and yelled, “If you don’t give me answers, I’m gonna--”
“What?” I finished his sentence for him and appeared from the shadows. “You’re gonna what?” I repeated the question. Since I couldn’t really make out the antagonizer’s face, I knew he couldn’t make out mine either.
He turned toward me. “Get the hell out of here. This isn’t your concern.”
“You made it my concern when you started screwing around with a fellow soldier,” I replied.
Dropping the tiny man, he came up to me. “So you’re with him?” Now that he was closer, I could tell he was around my height, with less build.
“I guess you can say that.”
“Then maybe you can tell me where my uniform is.” He poked my chest multiple times.
“Nope. But I can tell you that man over there didn’t do it.” I pointed to him as he still lay on the ground.
“Liar! Where’s your proof?”
“Myself, sock-breath,” I insulted him. “I see him leave every night, and he never once came near anyone’s quarters, let alone someone’s damn uniform.”
“With his scrawny ass, you can never be sure. Now, if you don’t start talkin’, I’m gonna beat it out of you,” he threatened me.
“Knock yourself out,” I mocked, rolling my eyes.
Here we go.
Winding up, he launched a haymaker hook at my jaw. Seeing this coming from a kilometer away, I reached up and caught his fist a few inches from my jaw and held it there.
“Whoa, you really have a knack for friendly fire. Let me remind you that we aren’t your enemy.”
Not listening, he aimed another punch straight for my groin. To counter, I whipped his body around using the arm I already had a hold of. I now had him locked in a position to keep him from doing any more harm. He, of course, struggled to his heart’s content as he tried to free himself from my unshaking grip, cursing me to hell.
“What kind of a shameful man do you have to be to go for a man’s jewels like that? Now, listen to me closely. I’m going to let you go, but first I want you to hear something. This man is off limits to you and your buddies. If you bother him, you bother me. And trust me, buddy, that… whew… that is the last thing you want to do. So, spread the word throughout camp that James Stone says he’s off limits. Do you understand every fine syllable coming off my tongue?”
Still in my grasp, he struggled and gasped, “Yes.”
“Damn right. Now get your ass out of my sight.”
I tossed him forward. He needed no more motivation to leave us. With him gone, I reached out my hand to help up the tiny man.
Accepting my hand, he asked, “Why would you do that for me?”
“Because some people are worth the trouble,” I said with a smirk.
Grateful, he smiled. “Thanks, bro. And you can call me Ben, short for Benjamin Cross.”
“It’s finally nice to get a name. I’m James Stone.”
“Oh bro, I know your name. You’ve seemed to draw a lot of attention to yourself lately.”
“Attention I’m no longer in need of.”
“If that’s the case, would you care if I showed you something tomorrow night… a secret place… and all without that attention you want to get rid of? What do you say?”
“Sounds like a damn fine bet to me.”
“I’ll take it. Can’t wait ‘til you see what I’ve got planned.”
With that, we both walked into our barracks and got ready for a dose of nighttime dreaming.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
After another day of going through the motions of an underwhelming training routine, night finally came. Benjamin led me past the officers’ barracks to a fence. Most of the wires had broken off the pole, creating a large enough hole through the fence for a full person to ease through. On the other side, past a few trees and bushes, was a broken down shed, only about six times the size of an outhouse. At one of the corners, Benjamin pulled out a few loose wooden boards, revealing the inside. He led the way, crawling through the hole. Old wooden army crates and some unused equipment decorated the interior. From the corner, Benjamin pulled out a candle and lighter from one of the crates and lit the candle.
“This shed contains mostly emergency equipment. Since there never is a real emergency here, this shed is never used. So, I come here some nights after training to relax and get away from everyone.” He sat down on one of the crates. “Would you like a beer? I stole it from the sergeant’s secret stash this morning. He should notice right… about… now.” Ben tossed me a beer, and we both listened in on the distance, waiting for an outburst.
“I want someone’s ass… and I want it NOW!” the sergeant began screaming around the camp. “I want every goddamn, clown-dicked person outside, now!”
He sounded off a horn. Both Ben and I cracked up laughing. It was the first time in a long time I’d laughed that hard. We geared up, ready for a comedy.
From the distance, I heard the sergeant go down the line. “Did you take my Woodstones?”
“No, sir.”
“If you’re going to be two-faced, at least make one of them convincing!”
“Sorry… sir.”
“I’m jealous of all the people who haven’t met you, you worthless bag of meat.” He asked the next guy, “Did you take my Woodstones?”
“Sir, why would I do that?”
“Why do you bring everyone joy when you leave the room? Why didn’t your father pull out on your fateful first day of creation?!”
“What, sir?”
“Tell me, is your family tree a cactus?”
“Sir?”
“Because everyone on it is a prick!”
“Sir, nobody took your Woodstones!” a soldier blurted out.
“And why is that, maggot?”
“Because… uh. We… umm.”
“Go ahead, spit it out,” the sergeant growled.
“We weren’t… in your… quarters, sir.” The soldier wasn’t sure how to phrase it.
“I could gulp down a bowl of alphabet stew and shivf out a sentence smarter than that! Until one of you confesses, I want everyone to drop and give me infinity!”
At this point, both of us were on the ground in tears. With each remark made by the drill sergeant, we grasped our guts in laughter. Finally, we heard someone admit a false confession. The voice belonged to Backpack Jimmy, known for having hidden stashes around camp. With that over, Benjamin and I relaxed.
“Ya’know, I heard a rumor about you. They say you’re an artificially intelligent cyborg,” Benjamin joked.
I nearly spit out my drink. “Hah, are you pulling my ear?”
“Bro, don’t look at me. I didn’t create the rumor. But can you blame people for it? I mean, what you can do isn’t something anybody has ever seen before! It’s a crazy thing to see much less get over.”
“And you? Is it something you can get over?”
Ben tilted his head to the side. “Why? What do you mean?”
“Oh, it’s just… it’s just...let me put it this way: would you want to be defined by a flaw? Say you lost an arm and had to get it replaced with prosthetics. Would you want to be known as the guy who lost his arm?”
“Of course not, James. But what you have… the gift you were given is not a flaw.”
“Says you.”
“Says me?” Ben repeated in confusion.
“Ben, if what you say is true, people wouldn’t shoot me a glance full of discontent… glances with signs over them calling me a freak. Because to them, that’s all they see. If my abilities were such a damn gift, why am I paying such a heavy cost for them?”
“The answer is simple, really, James. People have yet to accept aces as people. It’s just like a few decades ago, when alien species first arrived, people took time to get used to them… to see those aliens as people, too. But… the moment people do come around to the idea of aces, they, too, will see your abilities as gifts.”
“Life has kicked into overdrive since I got my abilities, and maybe ‘cause of that I never saw that perspective.”
“It’s what I’m here for. That… and my dad.”
“Your dad?”
“Hah… the man is so important, his name is in the history books. He was the commander who led the winning battle in World War III to defeat the SOCP… which united Earth. And he’s the reason I was even allowed to join the military. Kind of hard to live up to that.”
“You seem like the type of man who can take his legacy a step further.”
“Maybe… or at least I hope so. I do, however, plan to be a great commander, just as he was. But I gotta get past boot camp first… which is not easy for a scrawny guy like myself. That’s why I train at night by myself… at least when I’m not here. It’s the only way I’ll be able to pass this hellish place.”
I chuckled. “You and me aren’t so different, you know? Both of us have had more than our fill of challenges, and yet here we are, drinking a beer together. We’re outsiders forcing our way over our naysayers and proving them wrong about us.”
“Cheers to that.” He held up his beer, and we clinked the glasses together.
“Did they assign you to a program yet?” I asked.
“Are you joking? I was told they’re doing that next month. Wait… did you already get assigned to a program?”
“In a week, I’ll be headed out for training in the legionnaire program.”
“The legionnaire!” he shouted, overjoyed. “That’s extraordinary. I heard it was only for the toughest, bravest, most seasoned soldiers. How the hell did you get in?”
“The manager of the program herself handed me the ticket at some meeting last night.”
He couldn’t contain his excitement. “Seriously, man, you are going to be a legend that recruiters tell stories about. You might be the youngest person to be given such an honor. Wow… wow. Only a few days in boot camp, and you’re already leaving for better things.”
“What can I say? I guess they liked me,” I joked.
“Hah… no kidding.”
“You gonna be alright without me?”
He flicked his hand. “Ahhh… I’ve had to deal before. It’ll be nothing new to me. Luckily, it hasn’t been all bad for me. I’m blessed enough to have a great family. Anytime you need a place to stay, you’re welcome to crash at our place.” He pulled out a piece of paper and wrote an address. “Just tell my father Ben gave trust. He’ll know what you mean. Sometime, I have to let you meet my older brothers, Samuel and Isaac. They’re both already living their dreams, and I think they’d really enjoy meeting someone like you.”
“Appreciate the fruitful invitation more than you can realize.” I was baffled at his generosity.
“Anytime.”
We cheered one last time before making our way back to the barracks.




Chapter 7: Reunion

September 25, 2111
James Stone
After the ARW’s victory in the battle for the Tegun Trade City, Commander Sizar’s star cruiser, the Tempest of Titans, needed to undergo a few rounds at a repair station. That fact granted many soldiers some much need stretching-of-the-legs on solid ground. With the Tempest of Titans under repair, all the soldiers who were involved in the battle had been dropped off at a temporary outpost outside the boundaries of the Tegun Trade City. Supply ships have been dropping off goodies all day. I’d already finished my share of duties in setting up the outpost by pitching a few tents and carrying some supply crates. When some of my fellow soldiers finished their contributions, they set up a makeshift basketball court using some spray paint cans and two recently dropped goals. One of those men was my good-old pal, Benjamin Cross. He’d only transferred to the Tempest of Titans two weeks ago, and since then we’d made time to catch up and hang out on and off the ship. It was a jolly good old time, and together we talked life over a few games of hoops. So, when some other soldiers challenged us to a game on the makeshift court, we couldn’t find it in us to refuse.
The score was a lot to a little, with me and Ben up. “Pass the ball,” the towering man I was guarding called. “I have him in the post.”
He dug into the dirt and pushed against me with all his weight. I held myself sturdy as a brick wall. His teammate passed him the ball, and the man I guarded turned to face me, dribbling, sweat dripping down his face, and his hot breath against my neck. Looking for an opening, he tried to fake the ball right and pass left to his teammate, who was driving toward the rim. Capitalizing on his misjudgment of my skills, I intercepted his pass and dashed for the opposite rim, dribbling the ball past everyone. I leapt off the dirt from behind the stained three-point line. While in midair, I twisted my body around, not once, but twice, for the seven-twenty spin. To finish off, I dunked the ball, making sure not to break the rim. That was the game.
“Ohh! Oh shivf! That was awesome!” Ben praised.
Playing ball against me really wasn’t fair. Although I can’t shoot to save my life, my defense is impenetrable, and my interior game is unbeatable. Hell, I even market the fact that I’d give anyone a thousand jemns if they manage to score on me; I have yet to pay anyone. Benjamin...he keeps me on my toes with his fluent passing. It was our thing, and we made a good team.
“Let’s go take a break,” I suggested to Ben.
Benjamin picked up a towel from the sideline and wiped the sweat from his face. “I could sure use the rest.”
The both of us took our leave from the court and plopped our asses on some old camping chairs near the grilling area. Only a second had gone by when Valiic spotted me and trotted over, carrying a bag of ground beef. “James, I brought some fresh ground beef from the Magic Meal. Do you and your friend want some?” Nobody from my squad had met Ben yet.
“Sure thing, man,” Ben said. “I’ll take one.” He held up a finger.
“Four,” I added.
“Four?” Benjamin looked at me with a blinking expression.
“I’m a large man, and I need a lot of calories to make up for that,” I chuckled.
“I don’t doubt it, bro,” Ben shrugged. He gazed back and studied Valiic. “Man, you are one scary brotha. What do they call you?”
Valiic tossed ground beef patties on the grill. The air was filled with the smell of sizzling meat. “Valiic Bessile. And you?” He extended his hand in greeting.
Ben accepted, and Valiic’s bulky hand concealed Benjamin’s entirely. “I’m Ben, short for Benjamin.”
Just as he finished those words, Narrisa walked over with Shadow-Walker wrapped over her shoulders like a child. She stopped in front of us with a look of annoyance all over her face.
Valiic gazed over to them. “Narrisa. You got ah… ah little… something on shoulder.” He pointed at Shadow-Walker.
“I noticed.” Her words of irritation came fast.
Shadow-Walker jumped in, “I bet a few guys that I could stay on Narrisa’s shoulders all day… no touching the ground.”
“And he just jumped on without permission,” Narrisa added.
“Hey! I told you I’d split the profits between the two of us. All you gotta do is be a good sport,” Shadow-Walker said with a laugh.
Ben chuckled. “Is this an everyday thing for you guys?”
I rolled my eyes. “You have no idea.”
Shadow-Walker smiled. “We have fun on this squad.”
“Sounds like it,” he said, somewhat sarcastically. “Speaking of which, I heard you guys were at the core of the city, in the brunt of the action.”
“Legionnaires thrive in the center of the action. Hell, we almost got trampled by a boultha there,” I responded.
“And a boultha, what is that like? I’ve never seen one.”
Valiic tossed up one of the patties. “A beast tamed by the dytircs from their home system. It’s tall, borderline impenetrable, and tries to trample over its prey with its momentum.”
“A nightmare on two legs,” I added. “You’ll see one someday.”
“Hopefully not. If everything works out, I’ll be in the commander program before I’m placed on another mission,” Ben said.
“What about you, Ben? What’s your unit like?” Valiic flipped over another burger.
“Nothing special. I’m a just a watchman… a sniper on a support squad.” Support squads are squads that are without captains and are tagged onto independent units such as legionnaire squads or they can be used in other strategic ways by a commander. “Man, I wish my program was like yours. Command rotates us around so often, it’s hard to get to know anyone. I didn’t even get to know my last two squad mates before they passed.”
“Passed?” I asked.
“Bro, just last mission, too. We had a couple dytircs take us by surprise, and they took the hits.”
“I apologize for your loss,” Valiic voiced with concern.
“Don’t be. Like I said, I really didn’t get to know them.”
“Alright, enough with the sad stuff,” Shadow-Walker interjected. “Let’s get to something interesting.”
“Like what?”
“What’s your love life like, Ben?” Shadow-Walker grinned.
“W-what? Me? Oh… there isn’t much of a story there. Man, I’ll probably die a freven virgin knowing my lackluster female-talking skills.”
“Well, you must have a type,” Valiic jumped in. Talk of relationships always sparked his curiosity. It was how he gained a sense of people.
Ben put on his thinking cap. “That… that’s a good question. For me… a brunette definitely. One no bigger than myself who is smart but not afraid to try something new… someone who will keep the spark alive and make every day a surprise. Yeah, that’ll be it.”
“That’s weak,” Shadow-Walker teased, “and cheesy. Me… I’d want a lady I can just come home to and take my day out on. Like, I’d love to come home after a long day and download my frustrations onto my girl. See, those angels… they’re a luxury. You don’t find them that way anymore.” His comments gave us all a long laugh.
“Shadow, did I ever tell you that you have a one-in-a-million perspective on things?” I laughed.
“It’s all about seeing life as it is. It’s a gift. What can I say?” Shadow-Walker teased.
As Shadow-Walker finished his sentence, Captain Landis walked over. “James. Kalvin wants to see you in his quarters on the north end of the outpost.”
“I’ll be there in a hare’s race,” I said with a nod.
“Wow, you are one beautiful lady,” Ben blurted out. His words hit me like a brick, and I wasn’t the only one. The expressions from everyone showed that Ben just screwed up.
Landis stopped in place, and you could almost see anger rising up her neck. “Excuse me!” She gave Ben a hard, bilious stare.
“I’ve heard of you. Captain Landis, the Angel of Death, right? I’m just complimenting you ma’am,” Ben, not sure of what he said, tried to mend the situation.
“Do yourself a favor, and keep them to yourself.” She walked off, squeezing her fists over and over again.
When she was out of sight, I explained, “She hates it when people spill any mention of her looks. You’re lucky she didn’t chew your face off and spit it into the dirt.”
“I don’t get it. If I were a girl with spotless, smooth, light-chocolate skin and sparkling brown eyes like her, I would be nowhere near a war… not to mention not ever wanting a compliment. What’s her deal?”
“Don’t blink twice about it. You’re not the only one who can’t catch what she’s throwing. She complicated. I’ll just leave it at that.”
“Complicated? I heard a rumor that she was, at one point, with somebody.”
“Landis? Hah, that’s one of the funniest jokes I’ve ever heard. And that’s coming from me.” Shadow-Walker laughed.
“If that’s to be believed, that somebody must have been a pushover so as not to push her buttons,” Valiic added.
“Or be more stubborn than she is,” I retorted.
“That is a scary thought,” Shadow-Walker concluded. “Oh… James, didn’t you have to be--”
“Right.” I got up. “Kalvin wants to see me.”
Ben jumped up. “Bring it in before you leave.” He pulled me in for a quick bro-hug before I headed toward Kalvin’s quarters.
I ducked through the entrance of Kalvin’s fancy black tent. Candles inside designer glasses flickered inside the tent. Various decorative, old century items gave off an antique shop flair. Opposite his bed, Kalvin sat at an ebony wood table, writing in a notebook.
“How did an asshole like you manage to obtain stellar living quarters such as this?” I asked him.
“Being the Director of the Order of Aegis has its benefits.” He closed his notebook and stood up to face me. “By the way, James, I admire the beard. Brings out your inner gruffness.” Kalvin referred to my short yet thick beard.
I pointed to the candles. “A bit old school, don’t you think?”
“A firm reminder of how far our species has evolved. Can you believe mere decades ago, humans still believed they were the single intelligent life forms in the universe? It is no phenomenon we struggled to contend with diseases as insignificant as cancer and AIDS. In the last twenty years, the Order of Aegis has doubled the average human lifespan, constructed slip space technology, cured all human illnesses with nano-immunal technology, and the list extends on. Due to our contributions, the ARW military eventually awarded us with the responsibility of being their lead weapons and technology supplier. Of course, we extend our gratitude to the qwayks for their intelligence. Regardless, past decades motivate me to continue to mold our universe into a superior state.”
“That’s fine and all,” I said, uninterested, “but I’m sure you didn’t call for me for a chatter-up on our history.”
“Fair enough. Those documents you witnessed in my hands when you rescued me were the documented findings of countless autopsies performed on our adversaries. The Order of Aegis discovered an anomaly that was overlooked for years. Inside both the lycargans and dytircs’ brains are unknown nano-bugs connected to their amygdala - the section of the brain that processes emotions. Furthermore, my scientist managed to discover a faint energy emitting from the nano-bugs… a type of energy never before examined. Thought-provoking right?”
“I don’t follow. What’s interesting about it? You hardly know anything about this bug.”
“Precisely that, we cannot yet comprehend this technology. Yet it is inside every… single one of the adversaries. Back when our alliance first encountered the lycargans and dytircs in 2098, they had already formed the Wersillian Legion. Our ideologies clashed head on with theirs instantaneously. The ARW believed that clash would lead to war, and we began to prepare. From what many comprehend about the lycargans, we gathered that this war was started because of their own religious ideologies. Lycargans are thought to believe in a living superior force, and they follow that force even through the most extreme of circumstances. Nevertheless, they are a cruel, cunning species who adore instigating physical and emotion distress to others in the name of faith. Then there is the biggest threat: The dytircs. They are persistent, aggressive savages focused on asserting themselves. Everything we understand about them suggested dytircs were separated among tribes… until they were brought together by the lycargans to form their legion. It makes sense that the lycargans would use them for their own motivations. The dytircs occupy nineteen planets and six moons in the largest star system in the galaxy - the Draynought System. Their numbers alone are four times more than all four of our allied species combined. What is curious is this new technology discovered. It forces me to question everything we understand about our adversaries. I have an inkling that there is more to this war than what was originally perceived.”
“All this theorizing makes no difference. To me, it’s simple. The lycargans and dytircs are enemies. My job is to eliminate those enemies and kick their teeth down their throats until we win.”
“Your simplistic mind is insulting! Your potential far outreaches a mere soldier, so do not pretend to be the part!”
Out of rage, I walked straight up to his face and spat out the next few sentences. “Any special future I could have had was stripped away years ago. And you can thank yourself for that. Now I just do what I can for this alliance and my family. You… no one else… put me through hell countless times over. Now you stand here… acting as an ally. Your soul is no better than the dytircs’. If I wouldn’t be discharged for it, I would’ve left you at that research center.” At this point, my blood was boiling.
Kalvin looked down, covering his eyes for a second. When he looked back up at me, he didn’t seem scared. Instead, he had a hint of sadness in his wary brown eyes. “Sacrifices are a necessity in the pursuit of knowledge. In order to understand what DNA markers made you so exceptional, research had to be conducted, and with certain research… follows pain. One day, I hope you will come to understand this.”
“Don’t expect me to. Your research cost me more than just my life, and that isn’t a metaphor. You tortured me behind closed doors – and for what?” I yelled.
“It is understandable that you would not know.”
“Know what?”
“We discovered the markers in your DNA were triggered by the 2nd Big Bang from the year 2036. Furthermore, we discovered that every living intelligent being we have examined contains those same markers. At the time when the 2nd Big Bang hit, nobody understood what it meant… not even the qwayks. What was perceived as an anomaly now has some explanation to it. To this day, this discovery is recognized as amongst the greatest.”
“So you’re telling me everybody is an ace?”
“Not technically. These markers are indeed encoded inside every intelligent being’s DNA. However, they rarely activate as yours did. As far as my calculations go, the probability of becoming an ace is one in two billion. And every attempt to manually activate those markers failed, ending with the loss of the subjects’ lives.”
“So even more innocent beings bit the pill and died over me?”
“As I said, sacrifices are a necessity for the betterment of our alliance.” He spoke as if he’d done the right thing.
“You’re despicable. I’m glad I escaped your hellhole when I did.” I smirked, a bit calmer now.
“You mean your astonishingly effortless escape?”
“What are you on about now?”
“Your escape, access to an individual willing to forge a medical sheet, enlistment in the legionnaire program. Even you must acknowledge it was all too convenient.”
“Jesus. You truly are an asshole.”
“I personally anticipated you would end up in the military, applying your abilities for the ARW’s well-being. In the future, I challenge you to accept that you are not a mere soldier. You contain far superior potential.”
My blood boiled yet again. I wanted nothing more than to strangle him until he turned blue. However, I decided I should leave. I held myself back and, as calmly as I could, asked, “Is that all?”
“There is one more matter to discuss. Our spies have received word that a warlord is believed to be leading an invasion on Juster in under a week. This news is troubling. I have already relayed this intelligence to Commander Sizar, and he is preparing to counter.”
“Which warlord?” I was now intrigued. I dropped my previous rage toward him.
“That information has yet to be revealed. All we know is that there were eight warlords commanding the entirety of the Wersillian Legion, and now there are six. We defeated a dytirc warlord named Cralo and a lycargan warlord named Eruvir Varzaac. Unfortunately, some reports have us believing that two more have stepped up to take the place of the two fallen. Nonetheless, none of the existing warlords is unidentified to us. You must understand... it is a rarity to witness them in battle and live.”
“That’s not much to go on.” I was suspicious of his plan.
“Precisely why we must act. We must attain more information. I have a suspicion that somehow, those nano-bugs are connected to the warlords.”
“Why tell me all of this?”
“Is it not obvious? There is more to this war than what was originally perceived. This could be proof of my theory.”
“Whatever… if that’s all, then I’m leaving.” Without saying another word, I left his quarters and headed back toward my friends.
Around dinnertime that same day, Commander Sizar summoned me and Captain Landis to a command meeting. Commander Sizar had just landed at the outpost from an escort ship. This was the first time I’d seen him in person. He was a qwayk male, particularly tall, with gray skin and teal eyes. His vantors had a strange lemon tint to it. He waited, with his arms crossed, near a hologram table wide enough for nearly a hundred individuals to stand around. There was a camera drone aimed at Sizar meaning many more were tuned in for this meeting. Small chatter continued until everyone he summoned had gathered around the table.
Holograms projected from the table, and he spoke. “I have summoned all of you here to go over the plan my officers and I have come up with over the last few hours. Our intelligence suggests that in less than a week, the Wersillian Legion is planning an invasion, led by a warlord, on the planet Juster.” Everyone in the room whispered amongst themselves for a moment. “Yes, you heard correctly, a warlord. All present in this meeting are captains and first lieutenants. It will be your responsibilities to discuss with the rest of your squad the specific orders I’m about to give each of you. For the next hour, we will hand each of you your orders inside these envelopes.” He held one up for everyone to see. After putting it down, he continued. “When your name is read, come forward and grab your envelope. Once you have it, you may leave the room and read it with your squad. This next part is crucial, so do not forget: Burn the instructions after you read them. Now, one of my first mates will begin reading names.”
Twenty minutes passed before Captain Landis’ name was called, then mine right after hers. We got our envelopes and left.
On our way toward our squad, she said, “I’ve never seen them take this much precaution before. Does the command not trust its own soldiers?”
“Maybe it has something to do with a possible warlord stepping out of the shadows. They must simply want to make sure the ARW has the best chance possible to take said warlord down and stop the invasion.”
“You’re probably right. I’ve never been on an operation involving one of them.” She finished as we pushed through our squads quarters.
She and I tore open our envelopes and made sure our orders were the same.  Once confirming they were, she began. “Alright, 1070, listen up. I’m going to read our orders out loud.” She cleared her throat before beginning. “1070 Legionnaires, you’ll be working with the Bruising Brothers and Benjamin Cross, of the 8990 Watchmen, to find the location of the warlord and kill him or her on sight.” I raised my eyebrows, stunned to hear Benjamin was accompanying us. I shook my head, figuring Kalvin had something to do with this. “We’ve paired you with the Bruising Brothers, Alabon and Geariic Zserin, because of their experience. They were the two who killed the dytirc warlord Cralo. Benjamin Cross was added last-minute to the squad at the request of Kalvin Keefe for his tracking and navigation skills.” I hit my head with my hand as my suspicions were confirmed. This made me wonder how he knew about Benjamin in the first place. “Your unit will be dropped near the location, where we believe the warlord to be… as soon as we obtain that information. Take note, Captain Landis will be in charge of this mission. Be ready in an hour for transportation onto the Tempest of Titans. Notice: Burn paper.”
Landis and I both lit our papers and watched them as they burned away. “Everyone know the plan?” She asked the entire squad. We all nodded, and she continued. “Good to hear. Before we head out, I want to add some additional info. First, has anyone heard of the Bruising Brothers?”
“We have.” Valiic signaled to him and Narrisa. “They’re maelkii twins, with activated markings in their DNA. They’re aces, like James.”
Landis nodded. “Correct, they’re twin maelkii brothers, with skin made of metal. I worked with them two years ago on a mission. Just know they aren’t the most level-headed men. I want each of you to be prepared for them, because they can be hard to work with. As for Benjamin, he’ll follow orders without any problem. Nothing else special there. Everyone got that?”
We all nodded, ready for the adventure to kick off.




Chapter 8: Freak Show

April 22, 2103
Geariic Zserin
In war, the Bruising Brothers, Alabon and Geariic, are freaks of nature on the battlefield, bowling through entire platoons like pins. Though once upon a time, they were different types of freaks altogether; freaks on a completely different medium. Many soldiers never knew that "Bruising Brothers" wasn't a name given to them in war. It was a name that traces much further back, all the way back to a freak show.
The crowds roared at the previous act. Alabon and Geariic jittered behind the curtain. Both of these twins had practiced their act many times over, but this would be the first time they performed in front of a crowd. Geariic had knots twisting inside his stomach. The curtains opened, and he glanced over the sea of nameless faces. He was already beginning to despise this.
“From the back alleys of the Georgia Territory, I welcome the Bruising Brothers, Geariic and Alabon, to the stage!” The announcer waved his hands in the air to generate more buzz and energy from the crowd.
Geariic walked to one side of the stage, while his brother, Alabon, walked to the other side. Alabon picked up the prop flamethrower already placed for them to use.
The announcer said, “Now watch in amazement as Geariic gets set on fire!”
Geariic scanned the room before the hot flames ignited him. “Here I am… lost in the forest of despair without a compass,” Geariic mumbled to himself. 
Alabon let loose a series of bursts from the prop flamethrower at Geariic. As the streams of fire engulfed him, he held his breath, careful not to breathe in the smoke. He stood still as the fire burned at his metal plated skin. Hotter the fire around him became, almost to the point where his skin hit its melting point. That’s when Alabon stopped. They'd rehearsed this act so many times, he knew what Geariic’s breaking point was. As Geariic was revealed to the crowd, they cheered.
The announcer thundered, “You haven’t seen anything yet! For Geariic and Alabon’s next act, they'll lift that five ton tank! A feat that would take three normal maelkii to do. Are you ready?” The crowd howled in enjoyment.
Geariic and Alabon walked over to the prop tank and heaved. Slowly but surely, they prevailed. Alabon’s face strained, and Geariic felt his muscles stretch thin. The crowd roared at their accomplishment. He could see Alabon was fueled by the cheers. Alabon began to lift the tank higher. Geariic, despite not wanting to, supported his brother, and they managed to get the tank above their heads before dropping it. 
Crash!
The dropped tank set off a miniature earthquake, and the crowd roared louder. Some gave standing ovations. Geariic waved and left his brother. He went back to their tent to get away from the crowd. Alabon joined him a minute later.
“Geariic, what’s wrong?” Alabon pulled up a chair beside him.
“You know damn well what. I hate the crowd… I hate their looks. We move from town to town so others can stare at us like freaks! It’s no way to live!” Geariic sneered.
“It’s a lot better than where we were. Starving, roaming the alleys, scavenging for food… all that stuff. When our orphanage closed, we had nothing. We were lost in the system. This freak show gave us a chance… a paycheck. What more could you want?”
“What more? For starters… how about a life… a purpose… some goal we can strive for? This shivf show has thrown us in a box we can’t escape from.”
“Hey! The box is there for a reason. I like living inside of it. I feel safe in it.”
“The box is hell to me! I want action in my life… glory. I wanna be known… to be great. Inside this box, I'll never get a taste of that.”
“Geariic. Why do you wanna be something you aren’t? We're just two pieces of trash the system threw out. Nobody wanted us because they knew we would amount to nothing.”
“Nobody wanted us because we were different. But someday… somebody will see our differences as qualities to be cherished. I wanna get the hell out of here, not today, but yesterday! I hate it here! It’s the only way we'll even have a shot at that somebody finding us. Alabon, I love you to death, but sometimes you have to take chances… have ambition. This crowd doesn’t cheer for you because your act is great. They cheer because of how freakish we are. Hell, this is a freak show… it’s what they came to see.”
“That’s not true!”
“It is, and the sooner we leave, the sooner we can find that someone who will celebrate our freakish qualities.”
Alabon was about to retort when the showrunner walked in our tent. “I have some man here who would like to meet you.”
Geariic grunted, “Who in Sam-Hell would want to see us? Fine, let the person in.”
The showrunner left the tent, and in walked someone else. He was a black human male with a tall flat top haircut. He sported a fancy suit and one of the most welcoming smiles Geariic had ever seen. This man was the first person he'd met who didn’t immediately look at his metal skin. Instead, he comforted Geariic with a soft sparkle in his brown eyes.
“Greetings, gentlemen. I had the pleasure of observing your show… quite entertaining. My name is Kalvin Keefe, and I am the Director of the Order of Aegis.”
“Ooh, that sounds fancy,” Alabon shined.
“And what does a suit like you want with us, Kalvin?” Geariic grumbled.
“Actually… I stand here with a proposal for you two gentlemen.”
“You had my curiosity, but now you have my courtesy. Go on.”
“Perfect! Let me proceed straight to my proposal and follow with both of your responses. Is that reasonable with you gentlemen?
“It's what you are here for, is it not?”
“I suppose it is. Proceeding on… the Order of Aegis has recently renovated one of our projects… Project Ace, to be particular. I stand here with the proposition that you, gentlemen, enlist in the project.”
“What is Project Ace?” Alabon questioned.
“Unfortunately, I am unable to converse about the particulars. Nonetheless, I am able to converse this: Project Ace will grant you knowledge on the topic of your abilities and prepare you, gentlemen, for the Wersillian War. We offer food, shelter, and--”
Geariic cut him off, “What in Sam-Hell are you babbling about? Abilities?”
“Interesting. You lack knowledge of what you are.”
“What we are?”
“You, gentlemen, are aces… born with extraordinary gifts and abilities, such as your metallic skin.”
“Are you saying we aren’t alone?” Alabon wondered.
“Precisely.”
Geariic said, “I’ll tell you what, Kalvin. I’ll do anything to get out of this tent of misery. But you have to convince my brother, Alabon. He has a taste for fun and games.”
Kalvin smiled with wolfish charm. “Geariic, I accept. So… Alabon, it appears you have an appetite for excitement. Am I correct?”
“Auh-huh.”
“Perfect. Would you care to learn the funniest game of all - war games? Moreover, I will even fashion special… toys for you gentlemen.”
“Do I get to stay with my brother?”
“Absolutely. When all is complete, you both will be mobile tanks. How does that sound, Alabon?”
“Sounds cool. I’ll do it!”
“Perfect. If you gentlemen would follow me?”
“Right now?” Geariic asked.
“Absolutely.”
Kalvin led them out of their tent to a personal starship. Soon, they were off.




Chapter 9: The Hunt Begins

September 31, 2111
James Stone
Inside my unit’s designated dropship, I stared out the window, watching the space battle. I could see the Wersillian Legion’s massive invasion force pummeling our starships. Our fleet was outnumbered, and fighters all around us exploded in a canvas of colors. The Tempest of Titans was one of the largest in the ARW’s entire fleet. It stood its ground against the Wersillian fleet without much trouble. Other cruisers weren’t so lucky.
Our unit was assigned the task of hunting down and eliminating a warlord. Supposedly, these individuals are the most feared beings in the galaxy. I for one didn’t feel that fear; instead, excitement flowed through my blood.
“The 9707 Recons have spotted what they believe to be the warlord’s ship headed into the Zanzaback Forest, near the Favur Village,” Commander Sizar announced over our dropship’s intercom. “You are clear to proceed with your mission. Give them hell.”
“Copy, sir. On our way. Releasing dropship,” the pilot reported back as she detached us from the Tempest of Titans.
“Does everyone have their cyberwatches encrypted channel linked to mine?” Captain Landis made sure to ask before we got started. Everyone gave her a nod.
As our dropship cruised away, Sizar’s ship made every effort to cover our path to the planet Juster - a planet covered with around eighty percent forests and rivers.
I left the cockpit and joined a conversation. “It brings delight to my eyes to see other aces,” I spoke to Geariic and Alabon, the Bruising Brothers.
Geariic directed his brother’s attention at me before speaking, “I’ll be damned. You’re James Stone.” Both were skyscrapers over me, standing just a tad taller than Valiic. And Valiic, in particular, was already above his species average height.
“In the flesh,” I smiled.
Alabon added, “Kalvin told us so much about you.”
“Kalvin?” I asked. “You two know him?”
“We were in Project Ace after you. Us and a few others.”
“My heart feels a sharp prick of pain for you. Nobody should go through that.”
Geariic and Alabon burst into laughter, as if I were the punch line of a joke. Geariic spoke. “He made us into what we are today - killing machines!”
Alabon added, “War is such a fun game.”
Their voices carried an unnerving craziness to it. Both the twin brothers were the same height and had the same shiny metallic skin underneath their extensive armor set. Neither carried the traditional shield and arm-covering plasma cannon maelkii usually carry into battle; instead, Geariic had a gold, bulky warhammer strapped to his back. Black stripes outlined the hammer, and an orange glow emanated from its head. Alabon carried two war-glaives crossed over his back. Each war-glaive could be wielded by a center handle. Protruding from the center handle were two identical blades to balance the weapon.
“So, war gets you up in the morning? Is it what makes you all fuzzy inside?” I asked, unsure of what to expect from these two. Their body language was all over the place.
Geariic chortled, “Hell yeah! We walk out to the battlefield and practically play whack-a-mole with our enemies.”
Alabon added, “And we never seem to get hurt!”
“What about your fellow soldiers dying on the field? The agony of watching someone you’ve connected with die in your arms?” Memories of Bremco’s death raced back into my mind as I spoke from experience.
Alabon responded, “The only family I need is my twin brother, Geariic.”
Geariic laughed. “If people die, they die. Life goes on.”
Alabon joined in laughing. Again, I had that feeling. My gut twisted like a screw as their arrhythmic, deep laugh locked itself in my memory.
I tried to continue my chat with them, “Twins. Both with a God-given suits of armor a dragon would be jealous of. No wonder you both joined the military. Most weapons won’t even dent that metal-plated skin,” I marveled at their durability. “Curiosity has me: What’s the story behind your weapons? Neither are tradition among maelkii society.”
Geariic boasted, “Both our weapons were manufactured by the Order of Aegis. My warhammer explodes with every impact.”
“My war-glaives run currents of electricity along the blades. Hell, we aren’t called the Bruising Bothers for nothing.” Alabon finished, and both laughed again.
“We have now entered Juster’s atmosphere,” the pilot reported over the intercom. That fact became clear when the ship started to rumble a bit.
“Oh, hell yeah! I love blood and violence! I’ve got a desire for destruction!” Geariic hoorayed. His orange glowing eyes had something I never saw before in a maelkii: Bloodlust. Looking at Alabon’s eyes, I saw a mirror of Geariic’s eyes. It further unnerved me.
“I’ve got half a mind to kill enemy bastards, and the other half agrees,” Alabon added.
“I’ll see you both again in combat.” I decided to leave them alone. Instead, I wanted to join Ben and Shadow-Walker, who stood almost as tall as Ben. “Whoa, Ben! You found somebody standing at your level,” I jested with Ben.
“Ha ha. I’m short, I know.” Benjamin rolled his eyes.
Shadow-Walker laughed. “You’re almost tall enough to be taken seriously.”
“James, your friend here is a real jokester.” Ben smiled.
“That’s how he gets off,” I teased Shadow-Walker.
“Just ask your girlfriend, James,” Shadow-Walker said with a smirk.
“Don’t have one. But for giggles, let’s say I did… she’d probably laugh at the thought of the… package you’d bring.”
“Ooh! Low blow, James. Low blow.” Shadow-Walker chuckled.
“Bro, you guys are something else. I love the closed community y’all got going on.” Ben laughed with us.
“It’s a daily routine. Aren’t you just downright tickled to be along for the ride?” I asked Ben.
“Man, I’m nervous as hell… and I kind of feel cheated. I was hoping to avoid missions before the commander program.”
“Look at it from this angle, Ben. You always say we have fun. Now you can rally in and experience the grind for yourself.”
“As long as I make it through all the… fun.” Benjamin didn’t seem as enthusiastic anymore.
Shadow-Walker added, “If it makes you feel any better, Ben, I’ll keep an eye on the tail between your legs.” All three of us laughed for a short couple seconds before war interrupted.
“Incoming!” the pilot shouted over the intercom. “Deploying the rapid cycle turrets.” Our conversation was cut short. On each side of the dropship, two doors slid open and the dor’o rapid cycle turrets extended from the sides of the ship.
“Hold that thought,” I told the group. I announced over my cyberwatch’s intercom, “The right has my name on it.”
Reaching out for the turret, I grabbed the handle and pulled back the chamber. Hearing the satisfying click, I knew it was ready to fire. Three hundred meters out, I spotted enemy airships - Pursuers. With no mercy, I pulled the trigger to unleash devastating maroon-colored stasis beams. Each beam released a shock against one of the enemy Pursuers, damaging the electrical systems inside. As I shot at it, four or five enemies shot back at me from a platform on the top of the Pursuer. To make the shivf smell worse, the Pursuer’s front plasma cannons unloaded at our dropship.
In the distance, I witnessed the Pursuer falling out of the sky and knew I'd taken it down. Seconds later, my gun overheated. I had to wait painstakingly as it cooled down. Looking behind me, I saw Geariic on the other gun, with his brother calling out enemy locations.
Without warning, our entire dropship whiplashed as a massive explosion took out both the back engines and left a hole in the side of our ship. I was thrown off the gun toward the gaping hole in the ship. Through the chaos, I managed to grab a hold of a handle attached to a seat near the hole. I hung on, thrashing around, half-inside the ship. In those milliseconds, I spotted Shadow-Walker flailing around uncontrollably toward the hole in the ship. I couldn’t fail him. I threw my arm out and caught him just in time.
“Oh shi--!” he yelled over the wind gusts. “Bring me in! Bring me in!”
I pulled him toward me. He wrapped himself around my torso, and I pulled us both inside. After helping him strap himself to a seat, I forced myself into one of my own. Glancing around, I saw everyone else strapped down as our dropship dove toward the ground. The pilot had lost control!
“Dropship H-109 to Command, we're descending uncontrollably. Location… oh no… prepare for a crash landing!” the pilot yelled over her shoulder. She had no time to report our location.
Moments later, the ship smashed against the forest floor and scraped across at high speeds. Seconds after that, the front of the ship slammed against something head on, causing a sudden, jolting stop. The seat’s lock-in straps kept me from flying forward.
A throbbing pain tingled up my arm. After a few moments to orient myself, I unlatched the lock-in straps. I was the first up. Stumbling for my first few steps, I made it to the pilot’s cockpit. She was crushed in her seat from the impact against a mountainside. Feeling for a pulse, I detected nothing. She was dead.
I left the cockpit. Captain Landis was helping Alabon with his seat. “The pilot’s gone,” I told her.
“Everyone else on this ship is still alive. We need to set up a perimeter until rescue arrives. The bonies that shot us down will send troops here any minute. Help the rest of our unit out of their seats and meet me outside the ship.” She hurried over to the end of the dropship and opened the back door.
As commanded, I helped a few members of our unit out, and we joined Landis outside. The crash had rendered our ship unusable. Its front was crushed against the side of a mountain. A hundred meter stretch of trees, left by our ship, was ripped apart in front of us. Our crash site was perched on a hill with two inclines leading up to it. One was in front of us. The other was off to the left against the mountain. Trees surrounded our crash site in every direction. The one exception was a field far past the left incline. On the hill of our crash site, some boulders rested in the ground, perfect for cover. I smiled, knowing our crash site was set in a strong defensive position.
After taking in our positioning, Captain Landis announced, “Listen up. I’m only going to go over the defensive strategy once. We have a few minutes before the enemy is upon us.” Landis stopped and coughed drops of blood in her hand.
Uslar sprinted over to her. “Captain, are you okay?”
She held up her hand to stop him. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Worry about the fight.”
“But ma’am--”
“That’s an order!” With that, Uslar fell back in line. She continued. “We got lucky. This hill has only two ways to access this crash - the two inclines.” She pointed to the areas described. “We need to buy as much time as we can until reinforcements arrive.”
“If they arrive,” Shadow-Walker cut her off. “In case you didn’t notice, they have our cyberwatches’ long range communications jammed.”
“I noticed,” Landis barked. “I'll activate the ship's beacon. Hopefully, the signal will be strong enough to overcome the jam. In the meantime, we have a job to do. Shadow-Walker, set yourself up on the ledge on the mountain. Benjamin, climb in the tree over by the left incline and use your suppressor. You both provide sniper support over the crash site. Valiic, go to the emergency locker in the dropship and retrieve one of the deployable covers. Then place it under Benjamin’s tree and provide defense for the left incline. Uslar, you're the only medic on the mission. I'll set up another deployable cover near the dropship. You and I will hold back there, and if anyone is injured, I'll cover you as you provide help. Narrisa, use the last deployable cover to provide defense over the front incline. James, set up the deployable C-17 scout sentry turret in-between the two inclines. Also, hide the overshield in the rock area on the right. Then see if you can rip off one of those rapid cycle turrets from the dropship and provide defense on the left incline. Bruising Brothers, take the left incline down into the forest and cause as much chaos in the forest as you can. Give every enemy you see a reason to run. Now, everyone take your positions.”
Geariic grinned. “Ma’am, you just said our favorite word: Chaos.” He and his brother, Alabon, trembled with anticipation.
Without wasting time, everyone hauled off to their designated areas. I headed into the dropship with Narrisa, Valiic, and Captain Landis. Narrisa opened up the locker, revealing the standard emergency materials. Under ARW protocol, each emergency locker had a defense turret, supply bag, medical bag, an overshield, and a few deployable covers, along with other shivf.
Once my turn arrived, I picked up the sentry turret in one hand and the overshield in the other. As ordered, I placed the sentry turret in-between the rocks, giving it a full view of the area in-between the two inclines. Flipping the  'on' switch, the downed head of the turret rose and a laser flashed on. It rotated its head back and forth as it awaited enemy forces. Then I took the overshield to the rocks on the right of our crash site and hid it beside one of the rocks. Again I flipped on its switch, which erupted a stasis field up into the sky. Above us, the shield protected our crash site from any enemy aircraft. Finally, I went back into the dropship and ripped off the only working rapid cycle turret. I carried the heavy weapon over to the left incline. Valiic waited at my side. The Bruising Brothers had already secured the bottom of the incline.
In the far distance, enemy airships - this time they were Haulers - buzzed into our area. Platoons of dytircs and lycargans jumped down from the rear. One hell of a battle was on the way.
“Man, there’s got to be at least sixty, probably more,” Benjamin called out over the intercom on our cyberwatches.
“More target practice for us,” Shadow-Walker added with confidence.
“Stay focused. Don’t get cocky, Shadow,” Captain Landis commanded.
Trees and bushes rustled in the distance as the enemies advanced on our crash site. My heart rate elevated. I grew excited with a hint of anxiety as we awaited the inevitable firefight.
“Time for some chaos,” I overheard Geariic say to his brother before both charged into the forest.
“Incoming!” Benjamin called out as a horde of enemies appeared from the bushes. He started to unload bullets from his suppressed sniper rifle.
Bullets, lasers, plasma blasts, and stasis beams smoked up the area around us. Leaves, bushes, and tree trucks were shredded by our weapons. War broke out, and chaos ensued. Using the rapid cycle turret, I unloaded beam after beam into the forest. Dytircs and lycargans used what cover they could as they attempted to push up the incline. I could only assume the enemies were attempting the same objective at the front incline, where Narrisa, Landis and Uslar were. It didn’t take long before the rapid cycle turret ran out of projectiles.
“Damn, I expected more from you,” I cursed at the empty weapon.
“Valiic, we need backup! We have a dytirc major over here! Come and help us for a bit,” Captain Landis called for him. With a large force such as this, I wasn’t surprised to hear there was an enemy major leading this attack.
“On my way.” Valiic rushed over to their side.
Dropping the turret, I headed down the incline to protect the crash site. At the bottom of the incline, I took cover behind a stance of trees. Activating the stasis shield on my arm, I pulled off my pistol and dashed farther into the forest. I fired from behind another stance of trees at a crowd of lycargans taking cover next to the mountain. Each bullet hit their natural armor, which covered their vital organs. Annoyed, I re-aimed my gun, trying to hit a spot not covered by armor. On average, lycargans are weaker and shorter than humans, but it takes a magazine full of bullets to pierce through their natural armor. Even my high impact pistol had trouble penetrating their pine-colored exterior.
“Over there! Kill the smelly human!” a lycargan yelled, and the group ganged up on me, unloading plasma at the tree I was behind. Their small plasma weapons waved back and forth in their stubby, spotted arms. Using my shield as cover, I fired at the closest one. He rolled into a ball and headed right for me.
“Go get him!” a lycargan cheered.
My bullets did little harm to him as he rolled closer to me! Out of nowhere, Geariic appeared and slammed his big ass warhammer down on the rolling lycargan. An explosion blasted from the end of the warhammer and cratered the lycargan a few centimeters into the ground. I had no doubt the lycargan was dead.
“Sixteen!” Geariic shouted as he counted how many enemies he'd already killed. Hollering in a wild craze, Geariic pursued the other two lycargans as they rolled hastily away. “Fourteen!” I heard Alabon’s voice not too far off in the distance. At that moment, I knew those two twins were insane.
Over the intercom, Geariic taunted, “Don’t let my brother and me outperform you, James. Or were the stories we heard about you over exaggerated?”
I ignored him. Under my breath, I grumbled, “Well damn, if I were bulletproof--”
Behind a tree a few yards out, I spotted dytircs targeting the defense turret. Sneaking through the brush, I kept low to the ground until I was a meter behind them.
“The major wants us to take out the turret,” a dytirc said.
“But it keeps trying to shoot me!” another said.
“That’s why we need to take it out, dummy!”
Without warning, I leaped behind them and shot one in the back of the head. The other dytircs turned around to meet bullets of their own. In the commotion, I created enough noise to alert a few nearby enemies. Others turned their plasma weapons directly toward me.
“Damn!” I yelled, barrel rolling for a nearby tree.
“Damn you, human! Damn your entire crafty species!” I heard a dytirc yell at me.
“You got hostiles on your scent, James,” Benjamin warned me.
“Cover my ass, I’m heading back toward the incline,” I commanded.
“Sure thing, man. Shadow, can you help a bro out?”
Shadow-Walker responded in a joke, “Somehow, James, you always manage to attract the wrong crowds. Lucky for you, I’m here to keep your ass from making a mess of itself.”
Joking back, I laughed. “Good, because I’m saving this bare ass for a woman I met on the ship some time ago.”
Benjamin jested, “You would be thinking of women during a fight for our lives.”
On the ledge leading to our crash site, Ben and Shadow-Walker assisted me as I shimmied my way from cover to cover. Our defensive scout turret locked on to a target with its targeting laser and unloaded a precise stasis beam at the target, saving me from an enemy. With each new cover, I seemed to attract new followers. I counted at least ten. Finally, I made my way back toward the incline and took cover behind another stance of trees. From that position, I engaged my new crowd. As I fired, I saw help coming from Shadow-Walker and Benjamin as their sniping eliminated a number of enemies on my ass. To my surprise, ungie beasts jumped from behind the crowd of enemies and galloped straight in my direction.
“Valiic, ungie beasts headed my way. Backup would be appreciated,” I called over the intercom.
“Hang on, I’m reloading the defense turret,” he responded.
“Damn,” I cursed out loud.
I pulled out my assault rifle and aimed at the closest ungie beast. While shooting at it, I spotted in my peripheral vision a few lycargans with plasma mortar launchers over their shoulders. They were aiming at the defense turret where Valiic was positioned.
“Valiic, MOVE!” I screamed over the intercom, ignoring the oncoming ungies.
Multiple large plasma balls exploded the turret to bits. I saw Valiic jump to the side in the nick of time. My heart cheered as I watched him get back to his feet.
“Now that was close,” Valiic sighed.
I turned my attention back to the ungies, which were now mere centimeters away. Using the butt of my gun, I cracked the leading one across its snout. It whimpered as it took its last breath. The next two pounced for my neck. With seconds left, I tossed my assault rifle and activated my shield. This interfered with the ungies’ pounce, and my shield redirected their momentum backward. During my struggle, I noticed I'd become the main target for our enemies. My position became claustrophobic fast.
“Someone lend James a hand. This man has half the enemy force trying to kill him!” Benjamin pleaded.
“Valiic, go assist the left incline,” Captain Landis commanded.
“Thank sweat merciful Christ.” I slipped out the words as I continued my battle with the ungies beasts. Fortunately for me, I was in a strong spot with lots of cover. Otherwise, the plasma shots would have burned me into my grave.
Half-falling on the ground from the onslaught, I somehow got my pistol out to aid me. The ungies took another pounce at me. I capped one in the head but missed the other. Pain rushed to my arm as the beast sunk its teeth into my flesh. Crimson blood flowed down its jaws.
“You’re looking a bit overwhelmed,” Alabon’s voice called from a few meters away. Sea blue blood spattered my face as a blade belted into the ungie that was on me. Alabon hollered in enjoyment as he sent that beast flying with electric sparks. “I love it when they do that.” His glowing eyes sparkled at his work. “Nineteen!”
Meanwhile, at the base of the left side, Geariic’s exploding warhammer redesigned the ground with every blast. For the next minute, both of these crazy juggernauts wrecked every enemy in their paths, creating a jug full of havoc. The Bruising Brothers’ metal skin didn’t even buckle from the countless blue plasma shots that impacted them. Finally, the last of the enemies was killed. For the time being, we had some peace to collect ourselves and regroup.
Before heading up the incline to my initial position, I asked the Bruising Brothers, “Where did you guys disappear to? We could have used you guys closer to the inclines.”
“Chasing chaos,” Alabon responded. Unsatisfied with his answer, I decided to drop it and head back up the incline. On the way up, Valiic maintained his sightline with his arm-sized plasma cannon.
“You look like shivf,” he noticed as I settled behind the deployable cover beside him. I rested my back against the metal, my butt in the dirt and my arms over my knees.
“Thanks for the compliment. You missed the fun down there,” I joked back with him, half-high on dust and gun smoke. “What happened to your leg?” Mango-colored blood dripped down his leg and around his armor.
“That explosion that took out our turret got me, too. It’s nothing to worry about; Uslar already looked at it,” he assured me.
“Ben, good as gold up there?” I yelled up to him in the tree.
“Bro, the enemies have been too focused on you guys to notice me… so there’s that,” he muttered from the tree.
“Don’t be jealous, now,” I joked. “Landis put you up there because you can snipe and hide your way to victory.”
“Guys, the battle isn’t over. A second group of Haulers are inbound. No rest for the weary today,” Shadow-Walker informed us.
“In that case, everyone stay focused. A second assault is almost always more aggressive,” said Captain Landis.
Trees bent backward as two enemy Pursuers zoomed above our crash site. Our overshield was the one thing between us and its guns.
“We got incoming troops and aircraft above us,” Shadow-Walker called out.
“That can only mean one thing. They're going to make a push for our overshield generator,” reported Landis.
Soon after, Haulers unloaded more troops. Less than a minute later, the enemy troops appeared from the brush.
“Valiic, behind those trees, see them?” I pointed in the distance. We both shot at the large group of lycargans and dytircs. This time around, a force twice as large as the previous attacked us.
“We're getting overrun,” Valiic called over the intercom. “When are the reinforcements coming?”
“Keep holding out. We have to believe they're coming. Don’t lose focus.” The stress in Landis’s voice was apparent.
Through the firefight, I heard distinctive stomping through the forest. Every passing moment, it grew closer.
“Bad news, guys. Two boulthas are stampeding toward us!” Shadow-Walker called.
“Benjamin and Shadow. Cover the area as best you can. Everyone else, protect the overshield,” Landis demanded.
Instantly, I sprinted toward the front incline to aid. I took cover behind a rock, with my back against the rugged surface. Distracted by some troops flanking around a group of trees, I failed to notice a stampeding boultha headed in my direction.
“James, DIVE!” Landis shouted from across the crash site.
I peered around the other side of the boulder to see one boultha only meters away. As fast as I could, I dove to my right, but it was too late; the boultha plowed through the solid rock, jousting me with its arm. Its momentum sent me at least twenty meters in the direction of Landis and the overshield. The wind exploded from my lungs as I smacked the dirt and skimmed to a stop. Half-buried in the ground, my blood mixed in with the dirt, I tilted my head up. The same boultha was coming straight for me! If it runs over me, I’m done for! Struggling, I tried crawling, only to fall back down. The boultha was a few meters away!
This is it! I thought.
From above me, Geariic’s warhammer swung past me and whacked the boultha in the gut, saving me. Next, the explosion, centimeters from my body, knocked the boultha backward off its feet. I was dazed, and a piercing ringing trembled my eardrums.
“Here comes another!” I shouted, probably louder than I meant to.
The second boultha was stampeding toward the overshield. From nowhere, Alabon body-checked the second boultha, knocking both it and him to the ground. With both boulthas on the ground, the rest of the squad opened fire on them. Even with all of the bullets, lasers, and plasma blasts targeted at their bodies, the boulthas didn’t flinch. Back on its two feet, the first boultha turned its attention to Geariic. Furious, the boultha slammed its hard granite arm down from above its head straight toward Geariic. In response, he used his warhammer’s long handle to block it.
“Shoot this stupid thing,” he yelled.
Granting his wish, our team redirected their shots at the first boultha and smothered the beast. The boultha went into a wild frenzy. It swung its arms and body around in frustration. Raging and growling, it threw another punch under the warhammer’s handle and sent Geariic flying back a few meters. He dropped his warhammer in the process. Like a bull, the boultha tried to run him over. Geariic wasn’t having that. From the ground, he kicked its leg and tripped it. As it fell, he threw a jab into the boulthas side, launching it off to his left.
Uslar reached out his hand and helped me up. Dytircs and lycargans now poured into the crash site from both inclines. Shadow-Walker and Benjamin couldn’t hold them at bay any longer. Getting back to his feet, Alabon jabbed down both his war-glaives at the gut of the second boultha. The blades didn’t even pierce through the granite layer of skin the boultha had.
“Valiic and Narrisa. Try and distract the incoming enemies. Let us handle the boulthas,” Captain Landis commanded.
In response, they both did their best to distract the oncoming horde of lycargans and dytircs with plasma blasts. From behind her cover, Landis put round after round into the boultha under Alabon’s war-glaives. Uslar followed her example.
Meanwhile, I turned my attention to the boultha giving Geariic problems. Both were now back up on their feet. The boultha threw a furious jab Geariic’s head. He ducked but was sent back to the ground with a second hook. Still bruised and bloody, I struggled to pick up heavy Geariic’s warhammer. Dragging my feet, I swung the warhammer into the back of the boultha standing over Geariic. The explosion knocked me and it to the ground in opposite direction. Luckily, this gave Geariic enough time to recover. He pulled me back to my feet, grabbed his warhammer, and smashed it against the head of the downed boultha. Its granite-encrusted skull crumbed from the pressure. One down!
Geariic and I headed to the second boultha. Alabon was still struggling with it. He was now on the ground, trying to defend himself from the boulthas fury of ground pounds. Geariic, seeing his brother in distress, picked up his pace. He used his speed to give his swing extra momentum, and the warhammer exploded the boultha off his brother. Like the first boultha, Geariic smashed its head in.
The distraction caused by the boulthas gave the enemy the advantage. Hordes of lycargans and dytircs had us pinned at the generator within moments. Inside the crashed dropship was the closest cover to my position, so I took advantage. We were all now just trying to survive as we became more outnumbered with each passing minute. Shadow-Walker, using his agility, barrel rolled into the dropship with me.
“I was forced to retreat. The enemies are everywhere,” Shadow-Walker spoke breathlessly.
I continued to fire into the crowd of enemies. “Where is everyone?” I asked him.
“The enemy hasn’t spotted Ben, so he's still in the tree. Landis and Uslar are behind the rocks near the generator. Valiic is hurt at the front incline, and Narrisa's protecting him. The Bruising Brothers are the only reason we're still alive in this fight, but they're taking a beating. The bonies started shooting plasma mortars at them.” He snipped a nearby dytirc.
“The generator is hit! Everyone retreat to the dropship!” Landis yelled.
Outside, I could hear the enemy Pursuers above our crash site begin to unload plasma shots at us. Uslar was the first in, followed by Landis.
“You guys take cover, I’ll protect Valiic,” Narrisa said over the intercom.
“Shivf, Valiic! I forgot he was injured. They’re going to die out there!” I yelled as I dodged around my squad mates.
Geariic and Alabon joined me from the outside, covering me as I ran toward Valiic. I used my stasis shield to deflect plasma blasts from the Pursuers. “Maelkii don’t leave others behind!” Geariic shouted over the enemy fire.
“We'll help,” Alabon added as we pushed toward Valiic.
Halfway there, the sky blackened. I noticed a massive shadow cover our crash site and gazed over the horizon: An ally SHRDR Air Fortress was humming its way to us. It had the Order of Aegis logo on it.
“Reinforcements!” I howled with joy over the intercom.
The air fortress didn’t disappoint. In seconds, it took out the two enemy Pursuers. Its four rotating blades churned up the leaves and moved the trees. I might have even seen the mountain flinch for a second. Doors slid open, and ropes dropped down to our crash site. Repelling down the ropes, troops in Prototype-2 power armor came to our rescue. In addition, Model-1 battle droids dropped down to join the fight. The tide of the battle turned, and we had the enemies in retreat. Each plasma shot that hit the power armor was absorbed by an embedded shield. Its sleek onyx-colored design glistened in the sunlight.
When we arrived at Valiic’s location, blood painted his armor and covered most of his left side. He was down on the ground, unmoving. Narrisa wasn’t looking too well herself. She had blood flowing from her mouth and multiple wounds surrounded her gut.
“Uslar, haul your ass over here!” I yelled over the intercom.
He was already on the way. He brought the medical bag from the emergency locker in the dropship.
“He’s alive!” he concluded after checking Valiic’s vitals with his cyberwatch.
“Keep him that way,” I told him.
“Just let me do my job,” he retorted, opening the bag and pulling out some medical equipment.
Narrisa sat down next to Valiic, exhausted and hurt from the massive amounts of plasma shots that had hit her. Reinforcements were in complete control of the area now.
“You took a thrashing,” Kalvin Keefe said as he walked up from behind me. He removed his helmet. “Our aircraft received your beacon’s signal some time ago, and each of you will be thrilled to learn we demolished the device responsible for jamming your cyberwatches.”
“We appreciate the effort.” Landis walked up to join the group. “A few minutes later, and you might have been collecting bodies instead.”
He smirked. “I am thankful we arrived in time. Additionally, I bring grand news. The 9707 Recons have spotted the warlord’s ship landing only a kilometer or two northeast from this location.”
“How do they know it was the warlord?” I jumped in.
“The airship was made with the legion’s finest materials and was heavily escorted. Only warlords fly in such style,” he pointed out.
“Speaking of style, what strings did the Order of Aegis pull to have battle droids and troops with power armor?”
“Another benefit of being a privately subsidized organization. Toys such as power armor and battle droids are too expensive for the ARW to purchase in bulk for its entire military. However, the Order of Aegis is able to afford to construct them,” Kalvin bragged.
“Your two-faced organization never ceases to amaze me.” I found myself a bit jealous.
“Thank you for the info.” Captain Landis shook Kalvin’s hand.
Uslar jumped in, “Valiic is going to need an evac. He won’t die, but he's too injured to continue the mission.”
“I will personally have him evacuated out,” Kalvin offered.
“Thank you,” Captain Landis gave him her approval. “Squad, rest up for the next few minutes. After that, we head for the warlord,” she announced over the intercom.
“On generosity, I will lend your unit three battle droids for your campaign,” Kalvin smiled.
“We could use some cannon fodder.” 
I was a bit apprehensive of his motives; nonetheless, I decided to go lay on the ground for the rest period.




Chapter 10: Ghost Town

September 31, 2111
James Stone
Pebbles pressed into my back as I rested with my head against a rock. A calm breeze swept dust over my body as a river swept water over rocks. I overheard Kalvin on his intercom. 
“We have another dropship down three kilometers south of your position, Kalvin. They may be under siege by the enemy. Can you head over to support them?” Commander Sizar asked over Kalvin’s intercom.
“Send word that relief will arrive as soon as available,” Kalvin replied. He placed his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Aegis, return to our hovercraft!”
From my spot, I kicked up and headed over to Kalvin. “Would you consider extending a hand and dropping us off closer to the warlord?”
“My apologies, my hands are tied. Unfortunately, another dropship is downed and may be in defense against our adversaries. Every moment spent repositioning your unit closer to the warlord places us farther from their crash. Moreover, there is not a smidgeon of doubt in my mind your unit will not be suitable for the operation at hand.” He turned and grabbed a rope as it wound itself up into the air fortress.
Landis announced, “Come on, everyone. Grab your gear and weapons, we're heading out. I’ll take point. Bruising Brothers, take the six. Everyone else, fill in the spaces.”
Captain Landis started down the left incline, heading northeast. On cue, we followed in her footsteps, making sure to spread out a few meters from each other. Uslar took second position behind Landis. Shadow-Walker and I came right after. Behind us, Benjamin slid down the sloped truck of the tree, revealing himself to us. Narrisa joined the lengthening line, with both Bruising Brothers taking the six. Three battle droids left by the Order of Aegis lined up beside us.
“This mission reminds me of how much I hate the forests,” Shadow-Walker, at my side, complained.
“Why?” I asked.
“The leaves are itchy, and the wildlife never seem to be friendly--”
“Any hint of wildlife would have ditched this place the moment our battle began,” I assured him.
“Would you like to repeat that lie to whatever ugly creature that is?”
Shadow-Walker pointed to a tree in the distance. Up on one of the branches, there was a large mammal half-covered behind leaves. It peeked down, and its curious, oval eyes studied us. A furless body and watermelon-shaped head portrayed the creature with grim emotion. With two of its limbs, the mammal grabbed the branch below, while another held the tree trunk. The last limb was free, waving in the breeze.
I scanned it with my cyberwatch. “Our database states it’s called a nujh - found only on Juster.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“Harmless.”
We marched out through open grass which spanned a hundred meters in each direction before reaching the trees. “Did I ever tell you the story of my last experience with a forest?” Shadow-Walker treaded along the noisy grass.
“I don’t recall.”
“In my last experience with a forest, two of my squad mates vanished, and the third… hah, he went insane. He claimed his weapon was a reality warping machine. He told me he wasn’t killing the enemy, just moving their minds to another dimension where they were no longer alive. I’m telling you, nothing good ever comes from forests. That’s why dor’o live in safe, spacious mountains.”
“Only because your home planet, Dorrath, is damn near covered with just mountains. Simply put, your species had no choice.”
“We did when we merged with Earth and the three planets the qwayks inhabit. Yet, we still choose the mountains.”
Checking my cyberwatch, I confirmed we were going northeast. At the end of the open grassy field, a tree line appeared. Upon entering the forest, the surrounding trees were narrow. Like the trees surrounding our crash site, these trees opened up to the sky, letting in beams of light into the lush area. Bushes, fallen leaves, and grass filled the voids. Most trees were in groups of three to five trees, and each group of trees stood tens of meters away from the others.
To me, the area sang the song of joy. This system's sun brightened the forest. With no enemies in sight, this place was full of beauty. It was as if the area was untouched by anything other than nature. I was in awe of the moment, at least until Landis and Uslar stopped in front on me.
Then I noticed why. The forest seemed to change. A noticeable new tree line stretched horizontally as far as I could see, splitting the forest into two different environments. Contained within the ominous environment were trees easily four to five times larger than the narrow trees that hid us at the moment. Additionally, these gloomy trees seemed to hug against each other, concealing its secrets from our view. Branches, bushes, and other plants piled high up the trees, almost whispering to each other through the steady breeze. As if this environment didn’t have enough mystery going for it, visible mist evaporated out of the brush.
“What did I tell you about forests? I mean, look at that. LOOK!” Shadow-Walker pointed at the dark trees. “If that doesn’t say stay the hell out, then I have no clue what does!”
“I’ve heard stories about this place,” Captain Landis added. “From them, I learned it's an ancient forest called the Narrways. The plowsu ancestors deemed this place cursed and forbid anyone from entering, a law which has lasted to this day.”
“Of course! This mission just gets better and better.” Shadow-Walker trotted back and forth in a frenzy.
“There’s no use standing here with our thumbs up our collective asses,” I said.
I pushed into the thick brush. Forcing my way through the dense bramble and branches, I couldn’t see more than a meter in front of me. Landis was directly behind me, and, I assumed, everyone else was behind her. 
“James, be careful. Little is known about this area.” Her curly brown hair got tangled in a branch.
“I’m on full alert.”
I broke through more branches. The Narrways had an atmosphere unlike any forest I'd ever been inside of. Dry air snagged the oxygen right out of my lungs. A steady breeze tingled my spine and gave me chills every few minutes. A stench of abandonment filled my nose, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched from afar. For some reason, I felt as if something in this forest was being elusive to us.
Over the span of five minutes, we'd tracked about fifty meters through the gloomy brush. 'Slow' was a cruel understatement.
“James, do you see that?” Captain Landis stopped me with a nudge on my shoulder.
I looked where she pointed. Through a crack between some branches, I saw a building in the distance. Squinting my eyes, I tried to make out more detail; however, all I could detail was chipping sliver rubble falling from the building’s walls. 
“We can’t be far from that.”
I started moving forward. As I maneuvered through each branch, I planted foot ahead of foot. Each movement required some form of crawling, dodging, or leaping. As I continued to move, I could see an ever increasing glow through the brush. A few seconds later, I took my last step out of the forest and into a deserted town. What I saw metaphorically knocked me out of my platted boots.
Somehow, despite all logic, this ghost town had technology far more architecturally advanced than I could have dreamed. Emerald green and sharp silver buildings hovered off the ground, and water-based gears and pumps continued to operate to this day, aiding in the levitation of the buildings. Staircases were nothing more than floating platforms linked by shining threads. Many structures had carved statues hovering in a circular motion above their roofs, and the walls looked to have rotating gears and intricate sculpting. In awe, my curious gaze beamed from one wonder to the next. The forest we came from extended over the town, concealing it from the air. At the far end of the town, a temple seemed to rest in a mountain. A river streamed from the back of the town and, despite the impossibility, played a soothing tune through the walkways. Nature had reclaimed some of the area back, as trees and vines wove their way through the town. Along the walkways, the same mist from the forest flowed down into the Narrways like a stream.
“Look at that view.” Shadow-Walker stepped out from the trees. “I never thought I'd see another open space again.”
“Unbelievable… impossible, even,” Uslar added.
He stepped ahead of me, examining the town. He then found his way to a pedestal that stood next to the beginning of a pathed walkway leading to the town. A few of us, including myself, joined him and looked down at a scroll under some protective glass. It was covered in strange symbols resembling a language. Uslar scanned the scroll with his cyberwatch.
“What language is it?” Landis asked.
“And what’s it say?” Ben wondered.
Uslar answered, “I hate to say it, but my cyberwatch doesn’t recognize the language. Sucks, 'cause I was in the same boat as you two.”
Ready to continue on, I looked back to make sure everyone was present - but noticeably absent were the Bruising Brothers.
“Landis, a situation has stepped forth. The Bruising Brothers seemed to have disappeared!”
Landis spun around. “What?”
“Last time I checked, they were right behind me,” Benjamin added.
“When was that?” Landis stuck her head back in the trees, looking from side to side.
“Only five minutes ago!” He tossed his hands into the air.
Using her cyberwatch, she sighed. “Alabon and Geariic. Report!” She waited for a few seconds. There was no response. “We don’t have time for this! They'll have to catch up. Battle droids, report your code numbers to me.” She stopped looking through the trees and waited as the battle droids came to attention.
“Twelve. Three. Eleven,” the droids voiced their codes with their monotone, robotic voice boxes.
“Twelve and three, go on ahead to the other end of the town. Report any interesting findings.”
“Copy that,” both voiced simultaneously and started down the left side.
Landis continued. “Eleven and Narrisa, both of you check out that large building in the center of town.” Narrisa nodded her head and took the lead.
Facing us, Captain Landis commanded, “The rest of us will split off into groups. Report any interesting findings.”
Benjamin, Shadow-Walker, and I walked one way, while Landis and Uslar walked the other. Following the tree line, we studied the area around us. Many of the structures on our side had similar geometric shapes.
“First the crash, now this. Why can’t we catch a break?” Ben broke off a branch and threw it down, frustrated.
“I’m sure the Bruising Brothers will--”
I stopped mid-sentence. Between two buildings, a human-like man stared back at me. White light radiated from his body. His slim, almost skeletal frame looked more like an image from a dream than from reality. Without warning, he faded away, leaving no trace of his presence.
Benjamin looked in my direction. “James...what’s the matter?”
“Either of you happen to see an out-of-place man over there?” I pointed to the spot where he'd been.
Both shook their heads.
Benjamin theorized. “Maybe it’s this place, bro. There's something eerie about it. Y’know that feeling you get when you’re being watched… like at the front of a class? I have that same feeling here.”
“Hah, I’m with you. But all jokes aside, I prefer it to the mystery-trees,” Shadow-Walker said with a chuckle.
“Well, the shivf has me curious.”
I jogged over in-between the two buildings. Benjamin and Shadow-Walker followed me. Both buildings had fallen to the ground, probably ages ago, and left tons of carnage. Rubble, chunks, and sections of these former homes lay stacked and scattered between the buildings. One of the water-based gears and machinery was spilling all over the place, and another seemed to be completely broken. I tossed over a few pieces of rubble - nothing. In the spot where the man had been standing was just dust and debris. He'd vanished. No evidence that a man stood in this spot existed.
“It’s like a black hole ate his existence away, because I sure don’t see a word of reason that could shed light on what happened,” I ranted out loud. Frustrated, I kicked a few boulders.
Shadow-Walker’s eyes were suddenly glued to one of the spots. “Yeah, umm… I don’t think we're the only unit here.” He pointed to a track outlined in a patch of wet mud.
“I don’t need to tell you what that is,” I added and looked down at the distinctive footprints of a dytirc. Unlike most intelligent species, dytircs tend to refuse the use of footwear because their strong exoskeletal bone structure and durable skin allow them to trot around in just about any environment.
Over the intercom on the cyberwatch, I spoke. “Captain, a problem has presented itself. We've discovered enemy tracks during our search and have reason to believe they're somewhere in this ghost town.”
“Roger. Narrisa, have you or the battle droids spotted any enemies?” Landis asked.
“Not at all. Now… I did, however, find something of interest,” Narrisa responded.
“Roger. James, have your team meet Uslar and me at Narrisa’s location.”
We headed to the largest building in town, at the center. Up the street we jogged. Jumping and dodging the vines and roots, we managed to arrive with time to spare.
From our perspective, it looked as though we were at a side entrance. As we moved closer to a walled-off area, we noticed a gate made to look like the pipes behind an organ descended and allowed us to enter the enclosed area. It was a graveyard; marked jars stood on pedestals, decorated with various gems and designer items, what looked like names engraved on the jars. There was no foul smell.
“What an eerie place.” Ben eyed around.
“Probably hunted,” Shadow-Walker teased Ben.
“There is no such thing.”
“Then explain the ghost behind you.”
“Come on, bro. I'm not that easy.”
“No harm in trying.” Shadow-Walker chuckled.
At the corner of the graveyard was an anomaly: A well. At least it was designed in a similar style, but it looked to serve a different, unknown purpose. In fact, it was the source of the mist flooding the ghost town and Narrways. I walked up to the well and peered over the edge. Out of the endless black, the mist vented out and over the stone. No water was present.
“Yo Shadow, if I dropped you down there, how long do you think it would take you to hit the bottom?” Benjamin joked, pretending to pick up Shadow-Walker.
Shaking out of Benjamin’s grip, he responded, “Less time than it would take me to throw you in first.”
Like the rest, the center structure floated by the use of crazy machines and water. To me, this place looked like a church or some other place of worship. A staircase lead upward to an archway. We climbed the steps and headed inside. Narrisa, along with the three battle droids and Landis, stood guard around.
One thing that really strikes a weird cord with me, was just how ordinary these rather extraordinary structures turned out. Simply put, while the exteriors of the structures exploded with intricacy, the interiors seemed so mundane by comparison. And the center structure was the prime example, having only a center mantle with a triangular object emitting a white glow and covered in the unknown language seen on that earlier seen scroll. This object took up half the room with the rest being used for thrones that surrounded the mantel in a perfect square.
“You all should take a look at this,” Uslar called from one of the rooms connected to the open area.
Walking through the archway, I saw Uslar in the corner, holding up a brightstone light. The beam of light revealed a full wall of ancient markings and drawings.
“Do you think it’s from the ancestors of the local species here?” Captain Landis asked Uslar as the rest of the crew walked in.
“Honestly, probably not. Look at the bodies… specifically the wings drawn out of their backs. Plowsu don’t have wings, and they are smart, but I’ve never seen architecture like this town. Floating statues, bottomless wells, and the unknown material used to build these structures. I’ve been scanning the material with my cyberwatch, and there is no known record of it. According to my cyberwatch, it dates back a few million years. And that liquid that looks like water… turns out it isn’t. And guess what… it's an unknown substance too,” he informed us.
“So this place is damn old,” I said with a shrug.
“It's more significant than just the surface value. Like… take this, for example. It's estimated that most civilizations with streets and sidewalks will be covered in vegetation in just a quarter of a century. After three hundred years, metal constructions will crumble to the ground. After ten thousand years, all that should be left of a civilization are stone constructions and plastic, which can last several hundred thousand years. Here we are, in a civilization millions of years old - and it's just now starting to decay.”
“Sounds like the devisors,” Narrisa announced from the back of the room.
“Who? Don’t stop now, tell us more,” Uslar begged.
“Our species is old - older than any other known species in this galaxy… except for the devisors. In school, we were told they left behind monuments for our species to find. A location similar to this one exists on our home world, Maelkiin. The tech helped our species advance at a faster rate than most of the other intelligent species in the Milky Way.”
“So why haven’t any of us heard of these devisors?” Uslar stopped looking at the markings on the walls.
“Simple. All three of your species aren’t as open-minded as ours.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ben chuckled, crossing his arms.
“Let me put it this way: How long was it before humans accepted the existence of alien life forms?”
“My grandfather said it was a long process.”
“And your government at the time tried to conceal that fact before easing in the public, you see?”
“Yeah, yeah. I see what you mean. You’re saying Earth’s sub-government is hiding their existence.”
“Not at all. I’m saying they refuse to acknowledge the devisors' existence altogether. They believe the devisors are a myth. My species sees differently.”
“Whether the devisors exist or not, I came across another town like this with the Bruising Brothers two years ago. So me personally, I can’t find another explanation for the existence of million-year-old towns made with similar designs,” Captain Landis opined.
“I second that,” Shadow-Walker jumped in.
“Come on, everyone. That’s enough of the history and speculation. We're here on a mission. So, let’s finish it.” Landis led us out of the room.
“So, where do you speculate the warlord would hide?” I asked.
“Past the river is a gateway into the mountain. That's the next logical place to look,” Narrisa reported.
“Then that’s where we go.”
Landis marched out of the worship house and toward the bridge crossing over the river. Like much of the architecture in the town, the bridge was hovering. Across the bridge was an entrance into the mountainside. Next to the entrance, statues decorated the exterior. The limbs of the species depicted on the statues’ pedestals floated, disconnected from the body. Like the drawings, wings sprouted from the species’ backs. Other than that, they looked like the plowsu.
“Check it out… a boney coming out of the entrance,” Shadow-Walker called out.
Out of the darkness of the entrance in the mountain, a single dytirc honor guard stepped out. Seeing us, he jumped back, startled, and fled inside the mountain.
“His ass is mine.” I pulled off my assault rifle and dashed across the bridge.
“Wait! James, don’t!” Captain Landis tried to keep up, crossing the bridge herself.
Ka-boom!
A thunderous explosion blasted from behind me. I looked back and caught the last light from the blast that destroyed the bridge, blasted rubble in all directions, and threw Landis across. I halted instantly and hurried back to her.
Damn it! What did I do? Landis and I were now separated from the rest of the group.
From the forest on our side of the river, groups of dytircs and lycargans fired at us. Similarly, from the rooftops of the buildings on the other side of the river, the enemy fired at the rest our group.
“Ambush!”
Ben took cover behind Narrisa’s massive body. She held up her shield in defense, blasting plasma back. Suddenly, plasma mortars were launched - and just like that, we lost two battle droids. Popping on my shield, I covered Landis and myself.
“Damnit, Landis. Don’t kick the bucket on me now!”
She was unconscious, so I reached down with my other hand and scooped up Landis over my shoulder before sprinting as fast as I could into the entrance of the mountain. We were inside in no time.
I set her down against the rock and posted myself against the entrance. Using my shield and the rock for cover, I fired at the crowd. Pulling back and reloading, I uncovered and shot again. On the other side of the river, my teammates had moved into cover against the walls of the buildings; however, their position left them open to the foes on my side of the river. Knowing this, I did my best to keep those enemies’ attention on me. One dytirc reached into a pocket in his cloth-armor and tossed a mortar grenade. While it arched in midair, I shot it. Plasma exploded from it and knocked back a few dytircs. Its secondary mortar explosions finished them off.
“Oh wow, that's going to hurt in the morning.” Landis used the rock wall to pull herself up. “What’s going on?”
“Those crafty devils hit us with a trap. You and I are separated from the rest of the group,” I informed her.
“And you fell for the trap! You never should have run across that bridge alone.”
“What can I say? Loose ends make my ass itch.” I laughed off her disappointment. “Now, how about you lend me some assistance?”
As she crossed the entrance to mount against the other side, I covered her. Now we had each side covered.
“Yeah-hoooo!”
A roaring voice howled in joy from the distance. From the worship house, Alabon and Geariic charged into battle, pumping their fists. Shocked at their sudden return, I stared at their charge. Geariic spotted me and Landis across the river. He grinned and winked at us. What was it with those two and competition? I started to shoot at the enemies again. Geariic’s boastful attitude convinced me to try to outperform him.
In the next few minutes, my teammates pushed themselves up to the rooftops, taking the high ground. That advantage was made possible by the Bruising Brothers’ massive distraction; both of them knocked away dytircs and lycargans left and right as if the enemies were mere ragdolls. However, more enemies continued to pour in from the trees on our side of the river. The formidable group of foes on our side both kept us stuck inside the mountain and prevented our allies from pushing across the river.
Over the com, Sizar spoke. “Landis. What’s your status? Have you taken care of the warlord?”
“Negative,” she answered. “We believe we're closing on its position.”
“Our forces up here are stretched thin. We can buy you only fifteen more minutes. If you can't make that deadline, you'll have to find your own ride home. Do you copy?”
“Affirmative. I'll call off our team. However, James and I will continue with our mission.”
“In that case, may luck be on your side. We'll send the Order of Aegis near your crash site. Can your team make that deadline?”
“It'll be close. I’ll let them know. Landis out.” Now under heavy fire, Landis yelled over to me, “We can’t hold this position any longer!” Over her intercom, she spoke. “Everyone… retreat back to the open field near the crash site. You have fifteen minutes, so double time it. I’m putting Narrisa in charge. And remember the legionnaires’ motto: 'To you, each is a weapon'.”
Landis and I marched farther into the mountain. I pulled off my assault rifle and fired at the top of the entrance, causing the entrance to collapse in on itself, which prevented us from leaving and the enemy from entering. Unfortunately, neither Landis nor I had brought night vision goggles; instead, we activated the brightstone lights on the guns and headed into the next gateway inside the mountain.
Contacting the Order of Aegis, she called, “Kalvin. James and I will need another ship.”
“To my understanding, I was extracting your unit from the crash site,” he replied.
“Negative, only our squad. James and I are headed through a mountain to where we believe the warlord is. We won’t be at the evac in time.”
“I understand. I’ll have an additional aircraft extract the two of you. Care to supply a destination?”
“We’ll activate our beacons. Meet us on the opposite end of the mountain. Look for an entrance. Copy that?”
“Perfectly.”
“And how do you know there will be another entrance waiting for us?” I asked Landis, confused.
She pulled up a hologram from her cyberwatch. “Logic. The oxygen present isn’t decreasing as we breathe. That means there's a hole somewhere for oxygen to enter this temple.”
Impressed, I replied, “Now, that's some premium-grade, finite, out-of-the-box thinking.”
She laughed. “Thank you.”
Through the gateway, a narrow hall extended farther than our beams reached. Outlining the walls, hundreds of symbols and drawings similar to the ones discovered near the well glowed from our lights. As silently as we could, we traipsed through the hall. As we explored further into the cave, we came across frigid pools of stagnant water small enough to maneuver around. Using her cyberwatch, she scanned the room. 
“It goes on for maybe a kilometer… hard to be sure,” Landis whispered. “Keep your eyes and ears on alert. Remember, a lone dytirc entered this mountain,” Landis whispered.
“Yes, ma’am,” I whispered back.
“You’re an idiot, you know that?” She seemed more frustrated than usual.
“Again. I've never denied it,” I joked, trying to defuse her frustrations.
She paused. “Not everything is a joke! Your thirst for battle and stupidity has put us in this position. Did you even think? What if the warlord is really in here? What are we supposed to do then? These warlords are supposedly the most dangerous foes in this war, and we have no idea what this one is capable of!” she snarled under her breath.
“In that case, we'll swallow that beer if it's poured,” I remarked. “If you’re looking for an apology, then you’ll leave disappointed.”
“One dytirc fled into this temple. What threat could a single warrior pose?”
Now angry, I raised my voice. “Christ, this isn’t a puzzle… he could have contacted his buddies. Better yet, he lives another day and decides to slaughter more innocent lives! You ask how he's a threat? Well, by breathing, he's a threat!” I calmed down a bit. “Why can’t anyone seem to grasp this simple idea? Every dytirc or lycargan left alive means more innocents die as more planets are conquered by them. And they don’t just take planets for kicks. Those creatures… those monsters are more savage than most... and more likely to fall to basic feral instinct. Sure, some planets get off easier, some… well, what do you think happens to defenseless innocents of a planet that once supported the ARW or once opposed the Legion… defenseless women… children?”
Still upset, she said, “You know I know this, James. But you’re the one who isn’t grasping the situation! By forcing a separation among our team, you left us weakened. Your actions may have caused fatalities on our side - and that,” she poked me multiple times in the chest, “would be on you. Could you live with that?”
“They had the situation under control!” I howled in her face.
She stepped back some. “And what if they didn’t?” She looked at me for a few seconds, studying my face. “You are one damn good soldier, James. But you've somehow simplified this war into us versus them. What I don’t understand is, how? Did Bremco’s death have something to do with it?”
Her statement slapped the memory back into my head. “No, it’s… it’s not that. His death hurt me more than a hundred kicks in the nuts, and then some. But I can move past it. I did… I did move past it.” I told her more than myself.
“Then it must be something from your past.”
“Christ, it’s just the way I am. Accept it or not, I don’t give a bucket of piss. I mean, holy hell, you picked me, remember?” I hid the emotions I carried from my past.
“I did. And where would you be if I hadn’t? Lost? Alone?” She folded her arms, waiting for some response.
“Which is why I would never purposefully put anyone on our unit in situations they can’t handle.” I shrugged.
“Just accidentally, right?”
I didn’t know how to respond.
She continued. “See, how about this? I’ll tell you a little story.” She rubbed her head uncomfortably. “I, ah… I used to be married.”
“You… married?”
Still uncomfortable, she continued. “If you tell anyone, I swear--”
“I won’t,” I stopped her.
“So when I was nineteen and dumb, I got married… found me a handsome husband and showed him off as a trophy. For a year, it was great. Although, I became unhappy. Life got boring, and I felt a desire to do something… maybe you can relate. Anyway, I wanted more action in my life. My husband disagreed, and our spark died. In 2102, the same year our marriage ended, the war came around. I saw my chance and took it. I’m telling you this because I don’t think you’ve found that purpose yet. I think you're still looking.”
I thought for a moment. I wasn’t sure if what she was saying was true. The fact is, I'm happier now than I’ve ever been.
Simply, I replied, “Maybe you’re right, or maybe you’re wrong. Right now, we just need to finish the pie and kill that damn warlord.”
“On that… we can agree.”
She started walking down the hall with her gun raised. Next to her, I followed.
Curious, I asked, “So, what happened to him?”
“Excuse me?”
“Your husband. What happed to him?”
She took a few seconds to answer, “He died.”
“Well, damn. You have my condolences.”
“Don’t. He… uh… he died surrounded by the people he loved the most. He, ah-- I, ah… I want to know something. When you kill the dytircs or lycargans, do you do it for a reason?”
“Reason?” I couldn’t understand why she was asking me that. She seemed to be troubled by this and did her best to hide it.
“Never mind. It’s nothing.” She shrugged off the question.
“Since we're in a get-to-know-you mood, I want to ask you something… something the entire squad has wondered.”
She rolled her eyes and spoke with a hint of annoyance. “What?”
“Why do you get steamed up when somebody utters a word about your stunning looks?”
Even before she answered, I could feel the temperature in the tunnel rise a few degrees. I knew I was poking the dragon with this question.
“DAMNIT! You, too?” She stopped and slammed her fist against the rock.
Halting myself, I said, “Trust me. I’m simply curious. I wouldn’t dare rock the bed with you.”
“Why not? You have with many other women. I see you leaving with them all the time on board the Tempest of Titans. One day it’s a technician… another day it’s a soldier.”
She was furious. Her eyes screamed, and her nose twitched at me. I could have sworn steam was rising from her head.
“And each of those women isn’t you. You're my captain, and I respect you as such. I've always seen you as family.”
Surprised, she said, “Wow! Amazing choice of words there. But you slipped up.”
“This, I got to hear.”
“You called me stunning.” She crossed her arms.
“And that's what you are whether you choose to accept it or ignore it. Just because I complimented you, doesn’t mean I want to take a step in your pants. Like I said, I respect you as my captain and see you as family.”
Looking into my eyes, she searched for any flicker of a lie. She must not have found it, because she calmed down. “Yeah… you’re one of the few soldiers who doesn’t.” She rested her eyes on the rock floor before returning them to my face. “Do you want to know why I hate it so much?”
“That’s why I asked,” I replied, more smart-ass than I meant to.
“Because it is all anyone sees of me. Soldiers don’t know me as Captain Landis; they know me for my looks. I only want people to see me for me, not as the… the-- what was it?”
“The Angel of Death,” I assisted her.
“Yes. That nickname can be demeaning.”
“Well, I would pluck a short and curly for a nickname as badass as that,” I joked.
She started heading down the tunnel. “And dare I ask, what would that be?”
I shrugged. “Ha… maybe the fire-haired kick-asser.”
She spit out, laughing. “The fire-haired kick-asser? What a horribly bad nickname.”
Laughing, I asked, “Well, do pull out a better one.”
“Reckless, annoying, hard-headed,” she joked.
“I’ve gotten this far, haven’t I?” I teased.
“Yes, you have… somehow. But… I want to know something. Since I now know your opinion will actually be worth a damn… am I really that stunning?” she asked me, more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen her.
“Top ten,” I joked.
“Top ten?” She gave me a friendly jab on the shoulder.
Laughing, I said, “Throw out the jokes, though,” I changed tone, “you are up towards the top.”
Blushing red surprise and gratitude painted her face. “Thank you. That means a lot.”
“Looks like we only have a few hundred more steps,” I pointed out.
I could now see the end of the tunnel leading to another room. The temperature dropped as we entered into the massive underground chamber. We slowed our pace, creeping into the room. She swept the left side, while I covered the right.
Small, loose stones littered the floor. The space was large enough that our brightstone lights barely reached the walls and ceiling. Inky black water sloshed against a narrow strip of rocks on my side that disappeared into the darkness of a cat-sized tunnel.
We converged to the center of the room. “Nothing but black smoke on my side,” she informed me as we met up.
“Same on my end, but did you see that?” I shined my beam toward the strange artifact laying on a stone mantel at the end of the room.
“That looks familiar. I think I’ve seen one of those before.”
Suddenly, a voice rang from behind us. “Fantastic! I was really hoping to hear that!”
We turned our guns toward the corner of the room where the voice came from. Leaning against the rock wall, his eyes glowed like a firefly in the light emitting from our brightstones. His top two arms crossed, and his bottom two pointed two small plasma handguns at us. He was a dytirc wearing honor guard armor - the same one that ran back in the mountain. The blocky red and gold armor reflected our lights, brightening the room. His tattered clothes remained still under his armor plating.
“How did you get in here? We checked the room!” I yelled.
He ignored my question. “I’m glad you’re both here… truly I am.” He looked at me. “A human soldier with orange hair. You must be the infamous James Stone.”
“How do you know my name?”
“Contrary to what the ARW might have informed you, we dytircs aren’t simple, mindless fools. Word about someone like you travels fast to a badass like me.” He half-smirked.
“Someone like me. What do you mean?” I questioned him.
“A human that can run faster than your allies, the dor’o. A human that can challenge a damn maelkii in a strength match. A human… a human that kills dozens of my allies in cold blood, no questions asked. Do you see what you are, James? You’re a monster!”
“I haven’t killed you yet,” I pointed out.
He was miffed but sarcastically said, “I’ll make sure to spread the news.”
“Is that supposed to be funny?” I asked him, frustrated.
Ignoring the question, he said, “James, you are seeing things all wrong. You and the ARW are the real villains here. All the Wersillian Legion wanted to do was expand our influence and colonize other planets - embark on a grand journey… if you will. Yet, your alliance… your ARW decided to get in our way.”
Now pissed off, I started to march right up to him. Landis grabbed my shoulder, stopping me short. Instead, I yelled, “Us… enemies?! You bonies only want more and more power… with no care of the ripples that colonizing worlds does to the galaxy! And Lycargans revel in the pain they cause others over faith in arbitrary, fake forces! They even shrug off MURDER as a simple part of existence. Neither of your species is anything more than animals to me.” I spat in his direction.
“Murder? My-my… what do you call what you do to my warriors?” the mystery man asked.
“A means to a better future without the Wersillian Legion.”
“Except it’s the ARW that is the problem--”
“Alright, enough with this bull! Tell me who you are!” Landis irritably hollered.
“Wowhoho! Tough demands for a woman. In dytirc culture, you would be punished for taking such a tongue to me.” He laughed.
“I won’t ask twice!” she hollered, louder this time.
“Steion, Your Grace,” he mocked her, giving her a tiny bow. “I am one of the Warlords of Virtue, leading the greatest journey in dytirc history.”
Steion need not say anything more. I pulled up my gun and aimed straight toward him - but in an instant, he was gone. Black smoke covered the outline of where he had been.
Suddenly from my right, his leg kicked my gun out of my hand. I looked up to see him standing in front of Landis. Recovering, I threw a punch at his face; my fist hit nothing but the same black smoke. Next thing I knew, Steion kicked me in the back, knocking me to the ground. I looked back up. He'd now disarmed Landis and had her locked in his grip. She tried to break free, but dytircs are four times stronger than an average human male; it was no contest.
“Look into her eyes! See your failure reflected in her pupils. Watch as I take an ally away from you, as you have done many times to me!” He vanished again, this time with Landis.
Blinding light entered the room. Stunned, I covered my eyes until they adjusted. Squinting, I saw a large opening in the mountain. At the entrance, Steion had Landis still in his grip. Next to them, a rock-covered lever was pulled down. It must be how the rock doors suddenly opened.
“Kill him,” Steion instructed the dytircs honor guards entering the mountain.
Suddenly, an idea flashed in my mind. I got up, grabbed my sidearm, and shot the roof. Some boulders fell down, and I took cover behind them. Steion had already vanished. In seconds, I had five dytirc honor guards advancing on me with suppressive fire. Another was leaving with the artifact. Recklessly, I fired at them, but their armor held strong as they closed in on me.
“Damn! This is one screwed up barn house I got myself into,” I cursed out loud.
Thinking on a dime, I decided to kick the boulder I was using as cover toward the dytircs. The boulder scraped against the rugged floor and tripped the honor guards. This was my chance. I charged at them. As they lay still on ground, I curb stomped one of their heads in. Then another and another. The other two had almost gotten to their feet. Not letting them, I tackled one, knocking down the other one as well. Now on top of him, I repeatedly wailed away at his face out of sheer rage. In the process, I broke open my fist, and blood streamed down my fingers. His buddy looked upon my act in horror. I grabbed the last one by the neck and carried him across the room. Furious, I pounded him against the wall.
“Where is Steion taking her?!” I screamed in his face. He spat at me, but I could see he was unsettled. Slamming my fist against the wall, I yelled, “Where is she?!” Still, he gave no response. He stared at me in either dumb bravery or fear. “You bastards have balls, don’t you?” I reached down and found the mark. “Here's the golden egg.” I gripped firm and squeezed through his cloth-armor. His body shuddered in shock and pain.
“Ahh!” he howled.
Loosening my squeeze, I said, “Now, I don’t want to ask you again.” Mistakenly, he remained silent. Losing my patience, I released my grip and pulled off my pistol. I placed the barrel right against his temple. “You're on your last ride. You have until one. Three. Two.” I cocked the gun.
Just before I counted to one, he pleaded, “I don’t know! I'm just his guard. Steion is in charge… I know nothing. I just do as I’m told! Don’t fire. I swear I’m telling the truth!”
By the look of terror in his eyes, I knew he wasn’t lying. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to blown his brains away, but I stared at him in silence and with heartache.
“James, transportation awaits. Do you copy?” Kalvin’s voice reported from my cyberwatch.
Still holding the dytirc against the wall, I responded, “I’m coming outside.”
“What is Landis’s status? Her beacon withdrew from the planet.”
“What? She still has her beacon on!” I yelled in excitement.
“According to my cyberwatch, she resides in slip space.”
“Keep tracking her beacon as long as possible. She was captured by the warlord.”
“Absolutely.”
I let down the dytirc in front of me. “Walk! You’re coming with us.” 
With the dytirc in front, we walked out. Kalvin jumped down from the side door, still in his power armor. This hovercraft was much smaller than the one the Order of Aegis had been using earlier in the day, though much of the aesthetic was similar.
He took off his helmet. “Who is this?”
“A prisoner,” I uttered words of lead as we walked up to the ship. 
The spinning blades and engines whirled air all over the clearing, sending grass and leaves flying and making it difficult to hear. We entered the ship. Inside were a few seats near the back. I shoved the dytirc into a seat and sat across from him.
“We harbor some restraints.” Kalvin walked off to grab them. I watched the dytirc like a hawk, refusing to blink until Kalvin returned with power cuffs. They were made from stasis energy and veridium. He placed them on the dytirc, making sure they were on tight.
“We'll make use of you yet.” I grinned at the dytirc, who looked down in shame.




Chapter 11: Guilt

September 31, 2111 – October 4, 2111
James Stone
Landis had been captured by the enemy! What were they going to do with her? The torture she would endure; I couldn’t even force myself to imagine it. And it was my fault, all of it. How can I even stand alongside my squad now? And more importantly, how can I fix this disaster of a scenario? Whatever the means, I must get the gears rotating and figure something out.
After returning from my mission, I arrived back in the command room. Commander Sizar and Kalvin waited across the strategy table, ready for my debriefing.
“First things first: How's Valiic doing?” I asked as I approached.
“His injuries have mended at a comfortable pace. He should rehabilitate within the following day,” Kalvin assured.
“And my squad?”
“They await your reappearance in the squad quarters.”
“Do they know yet?”
“About Landis? Not at the moment. That news is for you to deliver.”
“Which brings me to the first thing I must inform you of,” Sizar jumped in. “We've been tracking her beacon, and based on its current path, we believe she's being taken to the dytirc home system - the Draynought System. After our interrogation with the dytirc you captured in conjunction with additional intel, we're able to comfortably presume she's being taken to a prison called the Grando Military Prison, on a dytirc moon named Delkeedo.”
“And what measure do we take to retrieve her?” I asked, ready to jump on the mission to rescue her.
There was a pause in our conversation as Sizar shot a quick glance at Kalvin. “None.” Sizar’s calm tone was misleading.
“What? Please tell me you're stroking my shaft?”
“This is as serious as it gets, James.”
I raised my voice, making sure I didn’t cross the line. “Respectfully, sir, she has information about our battle tactics, future attack plans, along with her still active cyberwatch!”
Kalvin jumped in for a moment, “Her cyberwatch will short-circuit the instant it senses a false intrusion. In the off circumstance the dytircs try dislodging her arm to deceive the cyberwatch, it would detect the lack of circulation in her arm and short-circuit itself. Trust me, Order of Aegis cyberwatches are nearly hack-proof. The only information they will obtain will originate from her mouth.”
“That might be all they want,” I said, raising my voice yet again.
Annoyed with my tone of voice, Sizar grunted, “James, I don’t expect you to understand this, but an invasion on the Draynought System would be suicide. Even with the entire ARW military, we would lose that battle. The dytircs inhabit many planets in that system and have devastating defenses there. We can’t mount such an attack.”
“Then send me and the rest of 1070 Legionnaires on a stealth rescue mission. We'll be in and out with no fuss,” I offered.
“Absolutely not. Legionnaires aren’t trained for long operations such as that. Plus, we can’t afford to lose any more members of your squad.” I glanced from Sizar to Kalvin and back, speechless. Sizar continued. “However, we still have some unfinished business to take care off. As stated by ARW military protocol, upon the death of a captain in an independent standing squad such as a legionnaire squad, the first lieutenant is promoted to captain to fill the role. That said, I hereby promote you, James Stone, to the rank of captain. It is now your responsibility to lead the 1070 Legionnaires and promote someone else to lieutenant.”
“Sir, Landis isn’t dead.”
“She might as well be!” Sizar lost patience. “Now name your first lieutenant!”
After a reluctant wait, I answered, “Valiic Bessile. He may not be as experienced as Shadow-Walker, but he has a level head and a mind for leadership.”
Kalvin lifted a finger. “You do not think Narrisa would be the optimal choice?”
“I’ve known her almost as long as I’ve known Valiic. She wouldn’t want that responsibility.”
“Understandable.”
“James, you are dismissed,” Sizar shooed me off.
Frustrated, I stomped out of the command room, followed by Kalvin. Regardless of my past with Kalvin, I needed him right now. Pushing aside my dislike for him, I spoke, keeping my tone low. “Remember when you said there's more to this war than we believe?”
“What did you discover?” He jumped straight to the point, his interest piqued.
“On our mission, we encountered a ghost town. Its architecture was unlike anything I've ever seen before. Platforms were floating and disconnected from the structures while not being disconnected.”
He stopped me, “That is illogical.”
“Umm… there was this bridge. It had two ramps and a platform, but the platform was disconnected from the ramps. It just hovered as if it were connected. And this house of worship… damn thing floated.”
“Commonly believed to be constructed by a species known as the devisors. Proceed.”
“In that ghost town, Landis and I were forced into a temple carved into the mountain where you picked me up. Inside the last room, before the warlord made himself present, we discovered this artifact on a mantle.”
“Describe it.” He looked as if he knew what I was about to say.
“It was triangular, with two additional lines protruding from the triangle and converging down into the center circle inside… and covered in symbols.”
“What happened to it?”
“A dytirc honor guard took it.”
“Interesting.”
“Why? What does it do?” I questioned.
“I am uncertain. The Order of Aegis has another artifact comparable to the piece you described. Although, I presumed the artifact to be a decoration… or possibly a symbol of worship. In light of the situation, I will set researches on this matter.” He stopped me and whispered in my ear, “James, this conversation remains between us. Understand?”
“I do.”
He stepped back and smiled. “Perfect. I have additional matters at hand.” He started off in the other direction.
“Hold your steps,” I stopped him. “Does the Tempest of Titans still have a monastery?”
“Absolutely. It is located at the stern, fifth floor. I did not realize you were religious.”
“I’m not.” I gave him a nod as I left.
Inside the monastery, the comfortable padding of cedar bench eased away the doubts I had in showing my face here in the first place. One other person sat in the room with me, sitting a few benches ahead of me. The atmosphere was light, feeling like a sanctuary for my soul. At the front of the monastery, a large cedar wood stage scented the room with its aroma. Gold trim gilded the railings and the podium to enrich the room. On the left side of the stage was the confession box, along with a doorway to the back offices. At the moment, the priest was inside the box with another.
After a few minutes, the priest left the confession box. The other door opened, and a maelkii male stepped out and walked out of the monastery. The priest’s gaze stopped at me and noticed I was new. He came up to me and took a seat to my right. His fragile, old body restricted his movements as he eased into the padding.
Without making eye contact, he spoke, “In times of war, a place such as this can often be somewhere to unburden one’s self. Tell me, child, are you a Catholic?”
“Once upon a time,” I replied, staring at the crucifixion cross hanging behind the stage.
“Great, great. You are in the right room, child.”
I turned toward the priest. “That maelkii… I didn’t know they believe.”
Without turning, he responded, “Strange how these things seem to work out? Despite the various religious beliefs on Earth and an innumerable amount more religious beliefs among the galaxy, the maelkii Book of Ancient Prophets had surprisingly similar messages, and even stories, as the Bible. I’ve always believed in miracles, yet I was flabbergasted by that revelation.”
“And the dor’o? Qwayks?”
“Qwayks never were historically big into faith. The dor’o--ever hear of the great Library of Alexandria?”
“Can’t say I have.”
“I heard it isn’t taught so much these days. Anyhow, it was founded by the Ptolemaic dynasty and served as one of the largest and most significant libraries of ancient human history. It was said to house tens to hundreds of thousands of scrolls documenting everything from art to science. Then much of what was inside was burned by Caesar himself, and… some say… it set us back hundreds of years. The dor’o are said to have had something similar happen. Only instead... much of their ancient religion was destroyed. Dor’o historians claim that was the day religion died.”
“That’s--”
My words were lost. I couldn’t help myself. Memories of my family and past came flooding back. I forced myself to hold back the tears.
“I can see you didn’t come here for a history lesson.”
“Father, does God exist?” This was the only thing I could think to ask in the moment.
At that moment, the priest turned to face me. “Would you like to hear a story?”
“It wouldn’t hurt.”
“Have you ever heard of the 2nd Big Bang in 2036? I was there if you can believe that,” he joked.
“I may have heard a whisper or two.”
“Great, great. Before the energy wave from that big bang hit… scientists… experts… they thought it was the end of the world. Nothing we'd ever seen moved as fast as this wave, not even light. Earth was ravaged. Streets lined with trash; stores burned and ransacked; houses abandoned with nothing worthwhile remaining. Surprisingly, the churches were mostly empty. I guess people wanted to spend their last moments with family. But the day the energy wave hit Earth - nothing. For minutes after the energy passed the planet, Earth had experienced a state of silence unlike any in my lifetime. If I'd dropped a pin, the world would’ve heard. The following Sunday, my church had such an attendance that I had to quadruple the number of sermons I'd prepared for that day. People lined the streets, thinking we'd been spared. Child… from that day forth, I've never doubted the answer to that question.” I sat there for a moment, processing what he'd said. He spoke once again. "Child… I can tell that question isn’t what brought you to this monastery. You look like a man who's already answered that question for yourself. I can see you have something else troubling you.”
Hesitating, I told him, “I… er, I was on a mission with my squad, and I chose to pursue a lone boney. He was across a bridge, by himself, so I chased after him.” I hesitated for a moment. “My Captain, Clover Landis, warned me, but… but I didn’t even think. I just reacted… I guess it was instinct, but I can’t be sure. As she came after me, the bridge blew. It was an ambush. You see… Landis and I were separated from the rest of our squad. The enemies forced us into a mountain, and huh… I was so confident. We were supposed to take out a high-ranking enemy, and I figured he would be like any other. Well, I guess the enemy forced us into the mountain for a reason. They knew the warlord would best us.” I rubbed away a tear. “I... I did everything I could to save her… but h-he took her.” I looked the priest straight in the eyes. “Father, it wasn’t enough.”
He sat there silently for a few moments before placing his hand on my shoulder. “If you did everything you could for her, then why you are here?”
“Forgiveness.”
“For what?”
“No-not doing more… I-I--” I answered, unsure.
“You just said you did everything you could. Looking into your eyes, I’m sure that’s true.”
I paused for a moment and looked to the ground. “Then why do I still feel guilt eating at my conscience?” I dropped my head in shame.
He sighed. “Guilt isn’t always a bad thing. Sometimes guilt can be one’s guild; the soul’s call to action. The indication that something… something isn’t quite as it should be. The best way to rid your soul of it is to correct your mistakes and keep going until amends are made.” He took a moment before speaking. “I don’t know what you did or what you should have done, but the guilt… your guilt means your mission is not yet finished.” He stood up and walked up to the front stage.
I continued to sit there for a few more minutes, thinking over what he'd said. After much thought, I whispered to myself, “I know what I have to do,” then walked out.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Days later, the Tempest of Titans was dispatched to Gorak after a distress call was made from one of the ARW’s supporters - the o’garks. According to Sizar, the Wersillian Legion was preparing to mount a full-scale invasion on Gorak. After their last victory in Juster, the Wersillian Legion had their eyes set on another plant from the Ju-Sana System. They'd set up a massive base camp surrounded on three sides in the valley of a mountain. Their shielding was too strong to penetrate from orbit, so Sizar had ordered a ground assault. The 00810 through 00844 Rangers had been ordered to distract the enemy as my unit drove through a tunnel under the mountain. That tunnel would lead us to the back of the base, where we must destroy the shield tower. This was just another mission to every other soldier involved, but to me it was far more. To me, the mission was just the beginning of a grander plan. It was the first step on my path to finish my mission and cure my guilt.
I sat passenger in a Raptor V12; a human-made, four-wheel drive, all-terrain utility Jeep capable of traversing many obstacles without difficulty.
“James, how do you get the pedals up?” 
Shadow-Walker searched the Raptor V12. Due to Gorak’s uncharted terrain, the navigation computer system inside would be useless, and the Raptor must be manually driven.
Reaching through the window opening into the cockpit, I pointed at the switch. “Pull it down to the dor’o setting.” When he pulled it down, the pedals adjusted themselves up and the seat slid forward to compensate for the dor’o species’s smaller size.
“Why are human vehicles so complicated? The qwayks have advanced figure analysis tech. I don’t even have to move to control their vehicles,” he complained.
“Sure, as long as you don’t mind the clunky helmets used to control them.”
“You have a point there. That tin can gives me headaches.” Shadow-Walker positioned his stasis scout rifle upright, at his left side.
From inside the hangar of the Tempest of Titans, the drop platforms started lowering. Hundreds of Raptor V12s, Raptor V14s, J7 Brutes, and Type-8 Cruisers awaited in standby mode, ready to drive off the drop platforms once it reached the ground.
“All I can say is, today is going to be one hell of a day. One for the history books,” Shadow-Walker commented. He stuck his head out of the window opening and looked back. “Hey soldier, what’s your name?” he asked the soldier manning the rotating machine gun turret on the back right side of our vehicle. Interestingly, the soldier had very a unique helmet and armor set, shaded in black and red roses instead of standard camo schemes.
“Alexander, sir.” He looked down from the gun.
“It’s Shadow-Walker, not sir. We're brothers in arms out here. And when I ask for your name, I want your full name.”
“Darcrose, Alexander Darcrose.”
“No way. Are you kidding?” Shadow-Walker cheered. Alexander nodded in response.
I jumped in. “What?”
“He’s a Darcrose, James. His mother and father are founding members of the current structure of the ARW’s military. Hah, his mother is a chief admiral for crying out loud!”
“Holy damned!”
“Ah, come on. It’s not that big of a deal.” Alexander shrugged.
“Hah... you gotta have some grand war stories,” Shadow-Walker said.
“Whew, I wish! Today is actually my first mission. Like… look at my arm, it’s shaking.”
“Damn, Darcrose, are ready to ride with the big boys?” Shadow-Walker laughed.
Alexander wasn’t so sure. But regardless, he answered, “I'll give it my all!”
Next to our Raptor V12, the rest of the 1070 Legionnaires operated in a maelkii favorite, a Type-8 Cruiser. Using reverse gravity technology, this ground vehicle hovered a meter off the ground. One of the benefits of the reverse gravity technology was its unique ability to move at the same speed in all directions. Its sharp edges and purple glow matched the preferred design of maelkii crafts. Uslar resembled a child in the maelkii-sized driver’s seat. A qwayk ranger sat in the passenger’s seat, with his designated laser rifle ready. Narrisa and Valiic stood up at the rear. The bottoms of their shields were embedded in the floor, giving them something to use as cover. Most of the vehicle was open-aired, a design choice unique to the maelkii. Their species believes in using themselves as weapons, and that’s why there's no weapon system attached to the Cruiser.
Unlike the Type-8 Cruiser, our Raptor V12 had much more cover. Most of that cover was catered to the driver and turret operator. Every Raptor had a heavily armored cockpit for the driver, an open passenger’s seat with a mounted gun, a fully rotatable heavy-mounted gun on the back right with armor plates to cover the operator’s body, and an armored storage area on the back left. As with all human ballistic weaponry, our turrets used airjen fuel to propel the projectors faster than any other weaponry known in the galaxy.
The drop platform touched the dusty ground of Gorak. “It’s finally time to feel the wind in our face,” Shadow-Walker hoorayed as he pressed down on the gas.
“Remember, watch for bugs.” Alexander laughed as we drove.
Unit two, my unit, rounded out the far right side of the fleet of vehicles driving down the dirt and rock terrain. The 01120 and 01121 Eagles covered the skies with dor’o Buzzard-23 attack choppers and human V-Hawk harrier jets above us. Unit three, the unit of I7 Brute tanks, trailed behind because of the vehicle’s lackluster speed. When they inevitably catch up, the battle should tip in our favor.
Dirt flew up in our faces as we tailed other vehicles. Dusty, dry air sucked away any moisture in my mouth, causing me to grow thirsty. Peeking back, I saw Darcrose’s elbows trembling.
“Darcrose, I’ve been in your situation before. Unleash your fear at the enemy. Listen to me. We will get through the day, do you hear?”
I saw him take a few breaths. “It’s funny… I used to have nightmares about those creatures.”
Through the noise, Shadow-Walker howled “Incoming!” In the distance, enemy Pursuers flew in while Destroyers revved across the dirt. Dytirc vehicles are often decked out with the most retro shivf that can be found; cloth flapped in the wind, the skulls of their enemies were mounted around the vehicles, and rusted spikes protruded all over.
We were still at least ten kilometers away from the separation point.
“Darcrose, cover the skies. I'll handle the ground,” I shouted over my shoulder.
Like two massive waves, our fleet of vehicles crashed into our foes. Pillars of fiery smoke and dust lifted into the air almost immediately. A series of new flashes broke out, lifting and spreading more toxic smoke, and great rivers of oil-fueled flame covered the terrain. Rushes of winds and smoke were created by more and more explosions; great rags of fire, changing from red to violet and back through the spectrum to red again, went soaring away to dissipate in the upper atmosphere. Then soldiers on our side and theirs quickly spread the terrain with their blood-soaked, dismembered bodies as the stink of burning flesh mixed in with the smoke. It was war.
Drivers broke off. The enemy force matched us vehicle to vehicle. It was utter chaos in its finest form.
“Destroyers headed our way!” Shadow-Walker shouted.
“They’re mine!” I shouted.
Instead of using my mounted turret in front of me, I pulled out a W4G5 grenade launcher I'd brought along. Each grenade was armed with explosives, which contained an EMP blast for extra oomph. I shot one of the Destroyers - blowing it up and disabling another one for a short time with the EMP. My next shot hit in the middle of three Destroyers, disabling each of them for a few seconds, enough time for tens of Raptors to destroy them with gunfire.
Near us, Valiic and Narrisa shot waves of plasma bursts in the air at the Pursuers while the ranger in the passenger seat focused his laser rifle’s blue laser at the dytirc driving a Destroyer.
“James. We have a Pursuer on our six,” Alexander called as plasma shots rained from the skies.
Moving myself out of a shooter's position, I positioned my knee against the padding of the seat. Four or five enemies were shooting at us from the platform on top of the Pursuer. Aiming, I held up my grenade launcher and shot at the Pursuer. It pulled right, causing the grenade to miss. But I wasn’t done; I pressed the secondary trigger, which detonated the grenade early. Its blast had no effect, but the EMP disabled it, and it came crashing down.
Opportunity arrived, I had a moment where I could reload the grenade launcher. Spinning out the rotating cylinder, I pushed my last three grenades into each empty chamber. Now I had a full six grenades in the launcher.
More Destroyers drove toward us. One weaved its way through the crowd of vehicles. Others headed around us. Turning my attention to a Destroyer riding at our side, I was jerked as our Raptor swerved left to dodge a plasma mortar from one of the Destroyer’s back cannons. The Destroyer riding our side whipped left and rammed into us, bumping us to the side. The dytirc driver pulled out a plasma handgun and attempted to fire at me, while the lycargan in the passenger seat shot at Darcrose. After ducking under the first shots from the plasma handgun, I hopped out of the passenger seat. Flying backward, I almost missed my chance to grab the cloth armor from the dytirc driver. The whiplash almost pulled the dytirc from his seat. He struggled to drive and aimlessly fired his weapon backwards in hopes of hitting me. Using his clothes, I pulled myself to the front and punched the passenger out of the Destroyer before he could shoot me. Next, I grabbed the cyclic stick that controlled the Destroyer's direction and pulled left. As we hit the Raptor I'd just jumped out of, I climbed over the dytirc driver and back into my seat. That sent their vehicle out of control, making it an easy target for another Raptor to pick off.
“Something is seriously wrong with your brain.” Shadow-Walker smacked the back of my head as I got back in.
“I appreciate the two cents.” I grabbed the grenade launcher again.
“Heads up!” 
We swerved right to dodge another plasma mortar. Our Raptor crashed into another group’s, flipping both vehicles. The ranger manning the anti-air gun on their Raptor V14 was thrown off the back as their Raptor flipped over ours. Our Raptor was forced to its side, where we rolled and flipped against the dirt and rock. After what seemed like an eternity, we stopped rolling, and I was the first out.
Darcrose, who was a few meters back, got to his feet. I headed around the vehicle for Shadow-Walker. The Raptor was on its side, so I knew Shadow-Walker would be trapped in the cockpit.
I bent down and peeked through the opening. “Are you hurt?”
“Just flip this damn thing up so we can get back into the action.”
From the side, I pushed over the Raptor. Since it was less than two tons, I was able to lift it. The wheels bounced as the Raptor landed. As Darcrose walked back to the Raptor, I asked, “Are you hurt?”
“A few road burns, but I can still fight!” He climbed back into the machine gun turret.
After I was in the passenger seat, we drove on. We passed the Raptor we'd hit. Fire engulfed the vehicle, and the lifeless corpses surrounding it showed us they hadn’t made it. Holding the cross my mother had given me, I took a second to honor them.
We managed to rejoin the invasion a kilometer out from the separation point. The mountain edge was already within eyesight. At the tip of the mountain, the dirt and rock terrain split in two. Once we hit that point, unit two, with my legionnaire squad, was going to split off to the right side leading to a tunnel. Unit one would head left to distract the majority of the enemy force until unit three arrived to help.
As we approached, Commander Sizar said over the intercom, “Now, Unit two, split off.” Shadow-Walker turned our Raptor to the right. Uslar drove his Cruiser by our side, and two other Raptors manned by rangers tailed us.
“Hey James, looks like we got some fans,” Shadow-Walker signaled at the Destroyers splitting off to trail us.
Turning around, I joined the rest of our unit in shooting the Destroyers. I nailed one with a grenade, and it was gone with a bang. Three of the four remaining Destroyers focused fire on the squad to the back left. The plasma mortars proved too great for the armor to handle, and that squad was obliterated. Uslar’s Cruiser fell back to the side of one of the Destroyers. Meanwhile, we kept firing. Another Destroyer exploded in red and purple fury. Two of the remaining three Destroyers sped up to each side of the squad at our rear. The Destroyers were too close to our allies for me to use the grenade launcher. Instead, I swapped it for my assault rifle and shot one driver in the head, sending the Destroyer into the mountainside. Milliseconds later, Valiic and Narrisa out battled another Destroyer and sent it down in flames.
“One left!” I shouted into the air just as we entered the opening of the tunnel, cutting out the natural light. Brightstone-powered headlights switched on and became our one source of light. I could see the last Destroyer was on fire. It was almost down.
I pulled out my grenade launcher and shot, missing twice. In a last ditch effort, the Destroyer shot a plasm mortar directly at us. “Darcrose, get out of the way!” I leapt out of my seat toward him.
“I’m stuck!”
As he struggled to get out of the mounted turret, I grabbed his hand to help.
Bang!
The mortar hit the rear of our vehicle, exploding Darcrose and the turret. I was sent back into the passenger seat.
“DAMNIT!”
I slammed my fist against the seat repeatedly. The Destroyer suddenly sped up and rammed into another Raptor. Instantaneously, the Destroyer exploded, followed by the Raptor. Now only the legionnaires remained.
I gripped my cross as the memory of his death replayed in my head. I looked at Shadow-Walker and said, “Damnit, I told him he would make it through this.”
“Not everyone will survive this war, James.” The vehicle began to tilt upward. “Shivf, hang on to something,” Shadow-Walker called. 
I gripped the handle in front of the passenger seat in time for the ramp-like hill. Our Raptor jumped a few meters in the air and landed with a smooth bump, with the hydraulics’ assistance. Next to us, the Cruiser that Uslar drove wavered up and down as the reverse gravity tech readjusted for their landing.
“How long is this tunnel?” Shadow-Walker asked me.
“Sizar said around five to six kilometers,” I answered.
“James, we lost two Raptors already. We may need reinforcements.”
I looked over to the Cruiser. Their passenger was missing - probably died at some point in the battle. “Let’s see what the base has waiting for our asses first.”
The drive time flew by. Before I knew it, we could see the end of the tunnel. “Guards!” I yelled out. “Let’s give them something to remember us by. Keep the vehicles full throttle and jump out.”
I walked out on the back of the Raptor, using the bars to assist me. I dropped around to the door of the cockpit Shadow-Walker was in. Carefully balancing myself, I opened his door.
“You ready?” I asked.
“Be gentle.”
He wrapped his arms around my neck and right shoulder. In that moment, I popped on my stasis shield and dove away from the Raptor. The stasis shield absorbed the impact as we skidded to a stop. Seconds later, Narrisa and Valiic landed feet first off the back of the Cruiser. Uslar was on Valiic’s back.
Our vehicles took out many guards, sending vehicles and guards over the edge past the end of the tunnel. The remaining guards engaged us in a firefight, but they had no luck. They were outnumbered and outmatched. We wiped them out in mere seconds and kept moving until we made it to the edge of the tunnel.
I gazed down the hill of loose rocks. A few hundred meters past the bottom of the hill, the edge of the shield covering the enemy base met the dirt. The shield tower was stationed to the far right of us, deep in the enemy base. Luckily, our position was concealed from our enemies’ view by a two hundred meter long star cruiser stationed at the edge of the shield. Platoons of vehicles lay dormant against the rocky ground near the back of the star cruiser, waiting to be used. This base was clearly for an opening attack on Gorak.
“We're going to need at least fifty rangers to make it to that shield tower,” Shadow-Walker said, frustrated.
“Or six achilles,” Valiic pointed out.
“There's no way Sizar will send them,” Shadow countered.
“Let’s see,” I said. I called over the intercom, “Sizar, come in.”
“Sizar speaking.”
“Do you have the Tempest of Titans above the enemy base yet?”
“Affirmative. We're orbiting above it in space, waiting for the shield to drop.”
“Would you happen to have an achilles squad available on board the Tempest of Titans?”
“What could you possibly require achilles for?”
“Our vehicles are toast. We're down to five soldiers, and I spot over a hundred enemies between us and the shield tower.”
“Achilles are a last resort. Are you at that point?”
“I wouldn’t request achilles if we weren’t, sir.”
“Very well. Activate your beacon and hold tight. I’m sending the 118. Sizar out.” As he finished, I turned on my beacon.
“Did he say the 118?” Uslar asked. “That’s the second best achilles squad!”
A minute later, balls of fire entered the atmosphere, dropping down to my position.
“Step back, guys.” I motioned with my hands.
Valiic stepped back, and the rest of us followed. As fast as an asteroid, the drop pods fell to the surface. Fire surrounded the pods like a meteor and ceased the moment the thrusters lit up. From an insane incoming speed, the pods decelerated rapidly until they were going just fast enough to embed themselves in the surface, splashing rocks and dust away likes waves.
Once the pods cooled down, the doors blew open, hurling themselves meters away from the pods. Then the achilles hopped out. One maelkii, two dor’o, two qwayk, and a human walked toward us. For a split second, their signature chrome achilles armor reflected the rays of sunlight back in our eyes. The armor was made using the lightweight, bullet resistant metal, veridium. This metal was second in value only to the metal a maelkii’s shield is made from, forcidion - known as the most indestructible material in the universe. After they'd put a few meters between them and the pods, the pods exploded, destroying any chance the enemy had at using that tech.
“I’m Captain Killemn,” spoke the maelkii man leading the way.
“I'm Captain Stone, but James will do.” I shook his hand.
“Well, James. I hear you asked for our assistance. Couldn’t handle it yourself?” He crossed his arms and gazed down at me with an arrogant grin.
“Only if you think you can handle it,” I mocked.
He looked around at his squad members, catching their reactions. “You hear that, troopers? He thinks we aren’t up to it. Let me tell you this, James: I don’t know who you are, or care for that matter. We're here only because your sorry asses decided it was a better idea to wait with your panties tied around your legs than handle business.”
I'd heard the achilles had a superiority complex, but this seemed a step above overboard. “You know, it’s just dandy to see you guys off your asses for a change. While we legionnaires crawl through the mud and shivf of war, you lethargic stodges hang high in a star cruiser, growing soft.”
“Mind your status, James. Achilles outclass legionnaires every time,” he snarled, just centimeters away from me. He looked down at me, straight into my eyes.
I didn’t blink. “Care to put that theory to the test?”
“Righty now, put your junk away, both of you,” Shadow-Walker said, stepping in. “We have a mission to accomplish. You know… the one that involves the massive war zone of vehicles battling over there.” He pointed in the direction of the battling at the front of the enemy base. “Like… this is literally the worst time to fight.”
After a few seconds, Captain Killemn snickered and backed off. “Well James, what are we here for?”
“You see that tower over there?” I pointed at the shield tower. “It’s the tallest one with the shield flowing from the top.”
“Yes, I’m not blind.” He and his squad turned their attention back to me.
“We have to roll the ball of ideas and find a way to disable it. As you can see, we're a bit short-staffed to complete this task.”
“That’s the understatement of the galaxy,” Shadow-Walker added. “There are probably hundreds of troops patrolling behind that star cruiser.”
“Even with us, this isn't going to be easy, Captain,” one of the achilles spoke.
“Under the circumstances, I say we could benefit from more intelligence. What do you think, Stone?” Captain Killemn asked.
“Of course. I was… about to suggest that,” I lied.
“No, you weren’t,” Shadow-Walker caught my lie.
“Well, then, gather around,” Captain Killemn instructed. He pulled out a tiny drone from one of his pouches. “This should handle our needs just fine.”
We all gathered around, and he tossed the drone to the dirt and rocks. He pulled up the controls on his cyberwatch and enlarged the hologram so we could all see the image, then proceeded to drive the drone toward the base.
“Take it to the right side of their star cruiser. If we can formulate a strategy on this side, we can reach the tower faster,” I commented.
Taking my suggestion, he drove the drone around the star cruiser. After turning around the ship, we saw a few hundred Destroyers and Pursuers.
“We could maneuver through these vehicles, using them as cover. It would be a great starting point,” one of the achilles suggested.
“Not if the enemy is carrying mortar launchers. The plasma explosion could set off a chain reaction from the vehicles,” Uslar retorted.
“I disagree. The Destroyers are stationed too far apart from each other for that to happen,” Valiic countered.
“How about we look a bit farther before we make our decision?” I suggested.
“Agreed.” Killemn nodded.
He powered the drone through the vehicles. Dytircs and lycargans swarmed the area just past the vehicles. Many of them were performing preparation tasks on the star cruiser, while others hopped in a vehicle and drove out toward our frontal assault. Meanwhile, patrol units circled the base. Far off, away from most of the troops, thrown-together barracks occupied a significant area of the base. The buildings weren’t much more than wooden shacks held together with scrap metal and cloth. Barricades were spread around the base for cover, but most were placed in the direction of the frontal assault and stationed by guards with heavy turrets and artillery. The area between the stationed vehicles and shield tower was an unused, open space.
“You see that? We're going to have a hell of a time trying to cross that open field unseen. How are we supposed to get to that tower with that many enemies?” Shadow-Walker questioned.
“Well, we can force the snake to bite. I say we go in loud and strong,” I suggested.
“I see where you're going with this, James. Instead of trying to sneak past the enemies, we could use chaos to hide our presence,” Killemn agreed.
“Then we need a way to hide our numbers… a way to make our unit seem larger than it really is,” Uslar offered some input.
“Nothing says chaos like a good explosion,” Shadow-Walker perked up.
“Too bad our explosives expert isn’t with us.” Valiic was talking about Captain Landis. “You wouldn’t happen to have a substitute, would you?” he asked Killemn.
“I could handle that,” an achilles said, raising his hand.
“Very well. All we need now is a place to explode,” I concluded.
“Those wooden barracks would do,” Killemn suggested.
“On top of that, we should bombard them with all our grenades to further feed the chaos,” Uslar added.
“Great, that would work,” the same achilles said.
“So that part of the plan is settled. What next?” Uslar asked.
I jumped in. “Once the explosion opens the flood gates, the dytircs and lycargans will be in a frenzy. My squad and I… we could set up at the vehicles… all spread out. Valiic and Narrisa could hold up closer to the enemies, while Uslar and I plant ourselves farther back, and like magic, our unit of eleven appears to be a unit of a hundred.”
“Under the tip of the star cruiser, I could hide myself and provide supporting fire with Silent Dagger.”
“Silent Dagger?” one of the achilles asked.
“Yeah. My scout rifle. Plus, I'll be able to see most of the base,” Shadow-Walker added.
“Now we're getting somewhere. While you guys grab their attention, we'll bolt for the tower,” Killemn concluded. “Then… ka-boom.” He mimicked an explosion with his hands.
“And with that, our plan is wrapped up nicely with a bow.” I checked for confirmation from each member.
“Then let’s not stand on ceremony.” 
Killemn placed on his veridium-based helmet, as did his achilles. With that, all eleven of us headed down the loose rocks and inside the shield. Once we arrived at the vehicles, my squad took their positions and one of the achilles fired a rocket at the barracks. The rocket signaled our attack. Instantly, I tossed out two frag grenades. Hell’s gate opened wide, and the devil walked through. The barracks exploded, starting a blazing, wild fire. Following that, frag grenades exploded, qwayk riot grenades let loose a barrage of lasers, and dor’o suicide grenades covered the field with sparks that hovered in the air, only to detonate based on proximity. It was hell handed on a plate for our foes to enjoy.
We opened fire, and the achilles dashed toward the shield tower, firing their side arms into the crowd. The weight of the distinctive armor slowed them down; however, its extreme bullet resistant material made up for its weight. The enemy was disoriented, and we picked off one after another. After a few seconds, most of the dytircs and lycargans started firing in our direction, taking cover at the same time. Luckily, our aggressive strategy paid off. The achilles seemed to go unnoticed. For the few dytircs or lycargans that did open fire at the achilles, we took them out, prioritizing the enemies trying to set up heavy weaponry.
Clocking in at a tad under a minute, the achilles arrived at the tower and fought their way inside. Two even used a jet pack mounted to the back of their armor to shortcut their way to the second floor. We continued to hold off the enemy until the shield was deactivated.
“Commander Sizar. The shield is down. You're clear to fire in three minutes,” I reported as the shield fell.
“Make sure you're out by that time. Do you copy?” He asked.
“I do, sir.”
Once the shield fell, the remaining enemy troops fled to nearby Haulers. Their Haulers could fit forty troops each and were around fifty meters long and twenty tall. That was just big enough to support slip space technology, making them great transportation vessels; in other words, I saw my opportunity. Without hesitation, I rushed to the nearest one. I was on board in under a minute. Three soldiers had already made it to this particular Hauler, and none of them noticed me. Using my pistol, I shot two in the back of their heads and put the barrel to the third’s head. 
“Here's what I want you to do. First things first… toss your compadres here out of this starship. Are we understanding one another?”
He nodded his head before picking up one of the dead troops. Slouching down in shame, the lycargan carried the body to the back.  After tossing the first, we repeated the same steps until the second was out. By this time, my squad had caught up to me.
“James, what is going on here?” Valiic asked, confused. “We need to leave.”
“Yes… you do. Go!”
“Not without my brother.”
With my gun still pointed at the remaining lycargan, I responded, “Look. I’m going to complete my mission.”
“Here’s what I think: You’re going to rescue Landis. Feel free to correct that assessment.” Valiic saw right through me.
“I am,” I admitted. “Then I'll hunt and kill Steion like the animal he is.”
“James, has our time together in training taught you nothing about me? I will always be there to back you up, just as you would me.” Without another word, he stepped on board. Narrisa gave me an approving nod as she followed her cohinla.
Next, Shadow-Walker jumped aboard and joked, “Hey, they won’t court martial all of us, right?”
“No, just you.” Uslar tapped Shadow-Walker on the shoulder as Uslar jumped in. As he passed me, he whispered, “For the record, I disagree with this. It’s reckless and against protocol. I’m going for only one reason: To be the one person here in his right mind.”
“Noted,” I responded as he entered. “Achilles, are you clear from the base?” I asked over the intercom.
“Just about. Where are you? We have less than a minute left before the bombs drop,” Killemn said.
“We have another mission to take care of. We have our own way out.” I walked back in the control room, pushing the lycargan to the pilot’s seat.
“Copy that. Good luck,” Killemn said.
With the gun to the lycargan's head, I commanded, “Get us into orbit.”
“Right away.” He started the Hauler, and we took off.
Uslar walked up behind me. “We can’t use this ship to travel through the whole Ju-Sana System, much less reach the Draynought System. It doesn’t have enough fuel to make it that far.”
From across the room, Shadow-Walker joined the conversation, “I know someone who can get us there. Handora, is that close?”
Uslar answered, “It’s in the next solar system over. We can be there in a few hours.”
“You hear that, bowlhead. Take us there,” I commanded the lycargan.
“Your wish is my command.” His sarcastic tone was apparent.
“Who is this person you know?” I asked Shadow-Walker.
“She’s a mercenary. If she's available, she'll likely be at Kemmer’s Bar. I gotta warn you. She’s expensive, but she’s worth ever jemn.”
“How do you know her?”
“Once upon a time, I was a mercenary like her… at least until the war started. Kemmer’s Bar has typically been a prime place for mercenary hire.” He turned to the lycargan. “Do you know where Kemmer’s bar is?”
“No.”
Shadow-Walker turned back to me and spoke. “I'll direct him to the bar. You don’t have to watch him anymore.”
I patted him on the back and headed to the rear of the Hauler.




Chapter 12: Kemmer’s Bar

October 4, 2111
James Stone
We were now a rogue squad, free to be hunted down - or worse. Never did I think our outlook would dip this low. But I would sacrifice everything many times over to save Captain Landis. And I’m glad I’m not riding this train on my own. I have my family here, and we're prepared to search the very ends of this galaxy to one rescuing another family member.
I waited inside the loading bay of the Hauler, seated on top of an empty supply crate. Valiic was next to me, on a crate of his own. He and I were in conversation as we neared Hondora.
Slam.
I heard the cockpit door close, but through the dim light I couldn’t make out who it was at first. The silhouette shaped into Uslar as he approached us.
I gestured for him to join us, welcoming him. He shot me an angry frown, and his vantors fluttered with rage. “What’s got your arm in a twist?” I asked.
“What are we doing, James?” he snapped.
“The answer to that should already be in your head. No point in asking.”
“James, we have gone rogue! Don’t you understand the severity?”
“I do,” I answered with confidence but had little grasp on the possible consequences that would await my return to the ARW. To dig the hole deeper, I didn’t even know if bringing Landis back alive would buy me a pass on this whole matter. Likely it wouldn’t, but that was a pen I would pocket for the time being.
“James, I thought I knew what I was getting into, but… but I’m regretting it. We shouldn’t be doing this!”
Valiic jumped in, “Uslar, you’re here now, and I’d say there's little room to turn back.”
“Yes, there is! We can go back now. No, we should… we should go back now. Maybe then we'd only have minor consequences.”
“No, no!” I shouted. “Landis will not eat a bullet for my mistake!”
“James. You’re not thinking clearly. Guilt has its hold on you.” Uslar looked at Valiic. “Talk some sense into James!”
Valiic took a deep breath. “James is on a warrior’s quest, and sometimes that requires going against what others believe is right.”
“Then what are we doing here if it's his quest?”
“I can’t answer that question for you, Uslar. Me… I’m here to aid my friend in his journey.”
“That’s complete bull! Breaking protocol never pans out! That’s why it’s there in the first place!”
I got up and placed my hand on his slim shoulder. “Landis would have done it for any one of us.”
Uslar looked up to me with remorse. “No… no… I don’t think Landis would.”
“What?”
“She wouldn’t, James. She goes by the book. If you, me, or Valiic were in her position, she wouldn’t come. She’d just mourn.”
I looked into his eyes, and what I saw shocked me. I knew Uslar believed what he was saying was true, but I couldn’t. No, I wouldn’t believe something so absurd. She wouldn’t abandon family, would she?
“Am I interrupting a moment?” Shadow-Walker was at the door. “We’re nearly there.”
He headed back toward the cockpit, and I got up to follow. Inside the cockpit, I gazed at the hologram projection displaying the path ahead of the Hauler. We flew over thousands of industrial monstrosities this planet calls buildings; smoke spewed from wide pipes extending off the roofs, and workers as small as ants labored in the streets. Hondora was once a barren planet until it was terraformed. Now, industries and corporations cover the entirety of the surface, and beneath it all is the Underlevel - layers of levels spanning under the industrial planet. It's a place of residency for those daring enough to live there. Furthermore, the Underlevel is host to all sorts of illegal activities, such as black markets, prostitution, gangs, drugs, hit man hire, and worse. The lower you travel beneath the surface of Handora, the higher the crime activity, and the worse the crimes.
The rain pelted the roof of our Hauler and thunder cracked overhead as it lowered itself in one of the many entrances into the Underlevel, each shaped like octagons and lowered further than eyes could see. Once we reached the correct level, Shadow-Walker directed the lycargan through the traffic tunnel to the nearby Kemmer’s Bar. We landed, and Shadow-Walker put the barrel of his scout rifle to the lycargan.
“Should I dispose of him?” The lycargan braced, closing his eyes.
For a second I considered it, then I remembered what Landis was trying to tell me on Juster. “What use would that bring us? He has no jemns, and the Hauler is on its last drop of fuel. He’ll be a rat in a trap down here.”
“It’s your lucky day,” Shadow-Walker said to the lycargan before knocking him out with the butt of his scout rifle.
I was the first one out of the Hauler. Since we were below the surface of Hondora, the rain and lightning could no longer reach us. Unfortunately, there were far more dangerous variables to worry about in the Underlevel.
The docking bay was full of life. Ships were docked all around, shady individuals glanced at us with suspicion before continuing with their business, and an outdoor fighting club was taking place on our left; individuals shouted and cheered the two men in the fighting cage. Kemmer’s Bar lit up the surrounding area, adding some levity to the place.
I walked through the atmospheric doors and was welcomed by the warm air inside Kemmer’s Bar. A hostess greeted us, while others gave us bilious stares. With my crew behind me, I walked to the center bar table and all five of us sat down at empty bar stools.
Kemmer’s Bar had an atmosphere closer to a tavern than a bar, with the smell of wood and stylized country music to lighten the mood. The décor was inviting, and the furniture was spread enough to allow for plenty of pockets for those seeking some privacy. A prestigious collection of alcohol from all across the known galaxy fed the vastly different beings within these walls. Various cultures mingled together, resulting in an atmosphere you could only find at Kemmer’s Bar.
“Do you have the mercenary in your sight?” I asked Shadow-Walker, who was sitting to the right of me.
He nodded to the opposite corner of the bar at a booth slightly hidden behind curtains. “That’s her. That’s Erryn Wolph.”
I bent my head down and peeked over to keep myself from looking suspicious. Erryn was speaking with a jenjarian male, who sat across from her. Her legs crossed over the table while she flipped a stasis coin in the air over and over. It was powered by the same material as my stasis shield, only it was the size of a coin. To hide her face, she wore a worn-down, brown western hat with two gold laced strings tied around it. A tattered scarf rested below her breathing mask but above her body armor. Her right arm had been replaced with a robotic arm, and a golden-ink skelven, a galactic symbol of survival, was tattooed on her left arm. Her skelven tattoo was animated, showing she spent a lot of jemns to have it done. Around her waist she carried two ballistic revolvers holstered on a utility belt.
“Would you care for a beer?” one of the bartenders behind the counter asked me.
“Bring six Woodstones to that table over there once we sit.” I nodded toward the table where the mercenary sat.
The jenjarian man was in conversation with Erryn, but she wasn’t listening. Frustrated, the jenjarian man began to yell. Because of all the commotion around me, I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Slamming one hand on the table, the jenjarian man reached for his gun with the other. Erryn Wolph flipped the energy coin to the side of the table. Before he could pull out his pistol, she shot at the coin with her revolver. The bullet ricocheted off the coin and pierced the man in heart. He was dead before he got off a shot. All eyes flashed toward the incident before returning to their drinking and conversations. It was as if nothing happened.
“She just shot a man dead, and nobody gives a rat’s ass!” I blurted out to Shadow-Walker.
“Welcome to daily life at Kemmer’s Bar. This place is full of scoundrels like her. And do you know what they say about a scoundrel?”
“No, I don’t actually.”
“They always shoot first!”
“A mercenary who knows how to handle herself. Hell, I like her already.” I signaled for everyone to follow me over to her table.
The circular table was large enough to fit everyone. Erryn Wolph watched with curiosity as, one by one, we each packed around the table; all visibly avoiding stepping on the corpse. When she spoke, her voice was muffled by her mask.
“My-oh-my, it’s amusing to see you back around here, Shadow. It been quite a long time.” Erryn smirked.
“A pleasure as always, Erryn.” He didn’t sound as enthusiastic as her.
“I suppose you know her, Shadow?” Uslar asked.
“I was the one who stole his business back in the day,” Erryn Wolph answered for him.
“No way. You ripped me off, Erryn. We were supposed to split deals with each other,” Shadow-Walker retorted.
“Oh… sweetie. I can’t help that I'm a better mercenary than you,” Erryn said with a laugh.
“No… I--” Shadow-Walker failed to complete his sentence. I looked at him in amazement. I rarely saw Shadow-Walker at a loss for words.
“Six Woodstones.” The bartender placed the beers on the table and left as another man dragged the dead body away from our table.
“You’re an omelic, right?” Uslar asked.
“What gave it away? Was it the purple skin, the black lines running down and over my eyes, or my curvy frame?” she teased him. Her figure is a near perfect reflection of a human woman’s figure. Other than the clear distinctions she'd already made, she could be mistaken for a human female. The common saying that omelics and humans came from the same tree seems to hold some merit.
She looked at me and noticed me studying her. “Howdy, big boy. It looks like I’m the first omelic you’ve seen.”
I smiled and took a sip of my Woodstone. “Trust me, you aren’t the only species I've yet to lay eyes on. Let’s just say my family couldn’t afford to hop around the galaxy when I was a young stud.”
“That’s disappointing. I've had the pleasure of a few humans, but I've never seen one with orange hair. It’s kind of a turn on,” Erryn flirted.
Our table filled with sexual tension. Narrisa and Valiic glanced at each other with uncomfortable expressions. Uslar remained curious about her, ignoring her suggestive words. Shadow-Walker seemed to be the only individual here who expected this. I didn’t know what to say. However, Uslar decided to break the tension by stating, “Humans call them red-heads.”
Shaking out of my minor trance, I began to introduce the rest of my squad. “Now, let’s get to buttering the bread. I’m James Stone, this is Valiic and Narrisa, he's Uslar Kip, and you already know Shadow-Walker.” I gestured to each person respectively. “We're here to hire someone for transportation and rescue.”
“Sweetie, no offense, but I’m a bit out of your pay grade,” she sneered.
“What’s the cost?” I asked.
“Depends on many things.”
“For example?”
“Such as where you want to go, where the person needs rescuing from, whether or not you'll offer assistance… etcetera… etcetera.”
“In that case, we need to go to the Draynought System. We traced our person of interest to the Grando Military Prison on the moon called Delkeedo. My squad and I are elite soldiers enlisted in the ARW. Simply put, we'll pull our weight.”
“Pretty big job… means you’re looking at about a million jemns right there. All up front,” she assessed.
“A million? Are you throwing me for a loop?! We can buy a high class transport ship for that price!”
“The charge includes my expertise and contacts, neither of which you have.”
“Umm--” Uslar raised his shaky hand. “I can cover it.” We all looked over at Uslar in surprise. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll pay you four hundred thousand upfront and seven hundred upon completion of the mission.”
Still surprised, Erryn reached out her robotic arm. “Sweetie, you have yourself a deal.”
“Wait!” Valiic finally jumped in. He looked at me. “Why are we about to pay this mercenary? I've yet to hear one thing about her skill or reliability,” Valiic asked. Narrisa nodded in agreement.
Before I had a chance to question Erryn, she pulled up a video on her cyberwatch. It opened with a female gatero reporting the news. The reporter spoke towards the camera.
“Here we have reports from local law enforcement that the tyrannical leader of the Jerro terrorist organization has been shot in the head. A man seemingly untraceable… was proven how wrong he was today. Now, the law enforcement officers won’t release an official statement about the killer, but rumor suggests it is the work of the infamous Erryn Wolph - a mercenary with a job success rate virtually unheard of.”
The clip changed, and we viewed a series of different news clips from different worlds, some of which I never knew were out there, and all of which were to show off Erryn’s reputation.
Valiic signaled for Erryn to cut the video, and she did. “That’s enough. You’re everything you say you are.”
“And much more.” She grinned. Uslar shook her hand, and he used his cyberwatch to transfer the jemns into her vault. “I’m curious. What's a rich boy like you doing as a soldier?” Erryn asked Uslar.
“Field medic,” Uslar corrected her. “I’m from a family of doctors. As doctors, my family had to learn the anatomies and diseases of dozens of species. That’s where the jemns came from. All my life, I was pressured to follow the family path and become doctors like my parents. Even my two siblings followed in my parents’ footsteps. I wanted to be different. So, I joined the ARW’s military and train--”
“Enough with the exposition,” she interrupted. “You’re boring.”
Shadow-Walker broke into laughter. Uslar wasn’t happy at this, so I signaled for Shadow-Walker to stop. “Now that we've paid you, what’s the next brick on the yellow brick road?” I asked Erryn.
Lifting her legs off the top of the table, she got up. “We head over to my ship. Come on, I’ll lead you there.” We followed her to a starship stationed at docking bay one - the closest bay to the bar’s door. With her cyberwatch, she opened the hatch. “I call it the Striking Star.” She led us into the ship.
“This is the loading bay.” She gestured to the first area of her ship as we walked up the ramp. When we passed the loading bay and entered the second room, she said, “This is the common lounge. It has a bar, a bathroom, and space to relax.” She pointed down the hall. “The sleeping quarters are over there.” She pointed in the opposite direction. “Down there is the armory, followed by the turret docks. At the end is the cockpit. No one goes in there unless I say so. Got that? Good.” She gave us no chance to answer.
I signaled for everyone to start exploring. Once my squad had dispersed, she gestured to me to come over to her. “Are we going straight to the Draynought System?” I asked her as I approached.
“Not until we make a stop first… bit out of the way. A mission like this will require precautions and a fair share of planning, meaning I need to gather blueprints, reports, and find new sources.”
“And where is this mythical stop full of everything we need?”
“A town… one in particular. There's an archive library with just about everything I’ll need. Only problem is… it, uh… it's a place controlled by an intergalactic gang that calls itself the Immortals. Lately, I haven’t been on their good side, so entering this place may prove difficult.”
“Just let me know how I can be of service.”
A lascivious spark flickered in her eye. “Let me tell you a secret.” She leaned in and whispered, “Qwayks aren’t the only species that can sleep with humans.”
“Qwayks never did turn me on. It’s the vantors; they’re kind of distracting, if you know what I mean.” I smiled back.
“Do you know what makes an omelic different from a qwayk?” She placed her hand on my chest.
A warm sensation bubbled in my chest. “Erryn, I’m getting a flurry of mixed vibes here.”
“Omelics and humans can reproduce. Both our species have the same chromosomal number and a nearly identical DNA makeup.”
“You’re smarter than you let on.”
Her lascivious smile disappeared, and she mocked, “But I would emasculate you. Human men are too weak. I would break you.”
She turned around and began to walk away, taunting me in the process. Her sudden rip on my manhood was embarrassing and unexpected. I got that sudden rush of anger any man would understand and caught her arm before she got away.
She turned back, and I looked into her bright yellow eyes. “Woman! You've never met a man like me.”
Erryn pulled out her revolver and spun open the chamber. She tilted the barrel to the ceiling, and the bullets clanked against the floor after sliding out of the weapon. She smiled with devious intent.
“Let’s see!”
Faster than any human ever could, she aimed the revolver at my junk. With speed even faster than her, I lowered my hand and swiped the gun toward the ceiling.
Click!
She pulled the trigger, but with no gunshot to follow. With a strong grip, I held her robotic arm up high.
Despite her struggles, she couldn’t move her arm. “That’s impossible! Omelics are twice as strong and fast as humans. You shouldn’t be able to do this.” Her eyes and face painted a mask of shock.
I mocked, “Then that makes me four times stronger than you. Huh… maybe you aren’t as good as you conjured up in your thick skull. You're just a tease seeking any attention you can gather.” I let go of her arm.
With a flicker of curiosity and steamboat full of surprise, she pulled back her arm. “You’re wrong about me,” she snapped back, then stormed off toward the cockpit.
“Sure I am,” I muttered sarcastically.




Chapter 13: Hunters

October 4, 2111.
Malcolm Richardson
The ARW will not stand for desertion, and James Stone is no exception. And for situations like this, the ARW has just the response needed: Hunters. And that's where Malcolm Richardson, captain of the 51 Hunters, comes into play. He's the card the ARW needs to play.
Under the doorway leading into the 51 Hunters’ room stood Commander Sizar; fiddling with his fingers, eyes glued to Malcolm. He noticed this and felt pleasure seeing his commander in such an anxious state, waiting for his own deduction, like a child waiting to be handed a cookie. It didn’t take much to see this was no ordinary case, and after skimming the highlights of the file in his hand, Malcolm had an idea as to why.
“Soldiers often say aces are a second coming… the draw of the deck we need to stand a chance in the war. But they’re wrong. All’s they need to do… is look in a mirror. Call me old-fashioned, but the only thing that'll win this war is soldiers… soldiers willing to do what's commanded of them and put everything on the line to complete their mission. And it's exactly those kinds of soldiers who are the heroes, NOT aces.” Malcolm finally gave Sizar the acknowledgement he so clearly craved.
“From what your last commander told me, Malcolm, you're more than capable of tracking down James Stone and his rogue legionnaire unit,” Commander Sizar stated.
“James Stone may be an ace.” Malcolm choked the word out of his mouth. “But like everyone else, he makes mistakes. You can rest assured I'll rub those mistakes in his face and use them to bring him back here to face justice for his desertion.”
“There's one more bit of info you should know before taking this mission.” Sizar shuffled his feet.
“Spit it out.”
“We believe James Stone and his squad are headed to the prison where… where Clover Landis is locked up. Given your past history with her, I need to know your head will remain straight.”
“I’ll do my duty, at any… and every cost. Just as I always have.”
“So we have an understanding, then? You must bring back the 1070 Legionnaires to stand trial under the charges for desertion.” Commander Sizar stood there on precedence, already knowing what Malcolm’s answer would be.
“I promise you, sir, one way or another, James Stone will be brought back to this ship.”
“With your reputation and keen mind, I have my highest faith in you.” Sizar took that moment to leave the hunters to their new mission.
“Malcolm, we've never hunted a squad like this before, let alone an ace. It'll be our biggest challenge to date.”
Vaalima Stoox, the newest member to this hunter group, grabbed her maelkii shield from the wall above her bunk. Just like she always does before a mission, she slid out a metal case that contained her armor from under her bunk; starting with her left shoulder, she began the process of putting on the armor. It was these little things Malcolm always noticed.
“Shit’z like any hunt. We go in, kick azz, n’ bring back da prize.”
Brad Swift, the lieutenant of this hunter squad, lay back in a seat at the darkest corner of the room with his Prototype-2 power armor on, sharpening his knife. Malcolm can all but guarantee Brad will be lurking at the darkest spot of a room, nearly always in his power armor. At this point, Malcolm only had theories as to why: Either these actions were to distance himself from reality, or, more likely and disturbingly, it was his instinct to gain an upper hand if something went south; always on edge like a predator. And who knows, maybe it's both or neither. To this day, Brad remains the hardest person for Malcolm to read.
“I admire your confidence, Brad, but Vaalima is correct. This is far from any other hunt. Even the vigorous training required to be a hunter didn’t include a guide on how to take down an ace. And James Stone isn’t just any ace, he’s thee ace… first ace in the ARW. His history and reputation speak with words… words that must be analyzed to each layer of detail. If we make any mistake in our analysis, we lose him. We must be near perfect with this hunt.” Malcolm stacked all the files together.
“Ah done mission ‘n my head,” Brad agreed. “Ace or not, I’d kick da shit outta him.”
“Like hell you will, Brad,” Vaal interjected. “James is an ace, and you aren’t.”
Brad gave only a snicker, and Malcolm chuckled at her naive attitude. Being new, Malcolm couldn’t expect her to understand though. “I already mentioned soldiers are what the ARW needs. Brad is no better an example,” Malcolm told Vaal.
“If you say so. So what’s the plan anyway?” Vaal asked.
“Get us a transport ready.”
“And what should I pack?”
“Everything. Until I devise a strategy, we must prepare for every scenario.” Malcolm looked to Brad. “I know you hate paperwork, Brad, so you pilot the ship. Vaal, you'll assist me with the files.”
“Bozz, y’know me so damn well.” Brad holstered his knife on his left shoulder.
“Why do I always assist with the files?” Vaal complained.
Brad gazed to Vaal. Even through the tinted glass of the visor of his helmet, Malcolm could sense a mocking stare. “Seniority, woman,” Brad answered for Malcolm.
Brad is a man built on little trust in others. Malcolm has worked with Brad for many years, and even he's yet to reach the honor of having Brad’s trust. Nonetheless, he's gained Brad’s respect - a word of lost meaning in this era. But to Brad, respect is a measurement that determines how Brad treats someone. Vaal has yet to gain any of Brad’s respect, and the impact shows.
“Don’t call me a woman like… like you’re somehow above me,” she hissed.
“How ‘bout bitch?!”
“How… how dare y-you say such a vile word to me?”
Before Brad could retort, Malcolm stepped in. “Enough! You have your jobs… do them! Vaal, go help him pack, and try not to fight. I have somewhere else to be.” Malcolm picked up the files and headed towards Kalvin Keefe’s quarters.
Inside Kalvin’s personal cage of his own ego, as Malcolm saw it, Kalvin sat at his desk, writing notes on a piece of paper. Upon seeing Malcolm, Kalvin opened a drawer and slid the papers inside.
“It's 2111, and you still use paper?” Malcolm asked as he walked up to Kalvin’s desk.
“I have every confidence in the Order of Aegis’s security system - a system I encoded and designed myself. That said, some documents are too sensitive to risk a breach in our computer mainframe. Now, I am occupied at the moment. Make it hasty.”
“I need everything you have on James Stone sent to my cyberwatch. According to the mission brief,” Malcolm nodded to the file in his hand, “you're one of few people with access to James’s past.”
“My sincerest apologies… but… I am unable to help you with that request.”
“Unable to help me with--” Malcolm stumbled over his words. “James Stone has gone rogue, and you can’t help me?!”
“I am sure what is in Stone’s military file will be sufficient for you. Surely, he is not the only one of 1070 with redacted details.”
“If this file were one hundred percent accurate, James was born at the same time he joined boot camp. His past is more than redacted; it was wiped from existence. Now I wonder who would go through so much trouble to delete his existence from the public eye.” Malcolm’s eyes accused Kalvin.
Keeping his composure, Kalvin reiterated, “Like I stated, you have sufficient information at your disposal. I am unable to help you any further.”
Malcolm bent over the desk, closing the distance between him and Kalvin. This was a man who had more than practiced hiding his emotions and motivations from a keen eye. But Malcolm’s eyes were more than keen. They could see past almost any poker face.
“Something about James means something to you?”
Kalvin barely blinked. “I have not the slightest inkling as to what you mean.”
“Don’t play me for a fool. I see past all the PR the Order of Aegis uses to get the public and military’s backing. More importantly, I see the man behind the organization… the man at the top… you, Kalvin. I see you… a man guarding not only his own secrets, but an entire organization’s as well. There are things the Order of Aegis does behind even the military’s back, don’t they?”
Kalvin kept the same expression, doing his best not to alter even a wrinkle for fear that Malcolm would catch it. Little did he realize, by trying so hard to look as if what Malcolm said had no effect on him, that in itself meant it did. In words anyone could understand, Malcolm’s beliefs on the Order for Aegis were just confirmed. Kalvin remained tight-lipped.
Malcolm snickered. “Kalvin, tell me something. Have you seen my previous mission reports?”
“Indeed,” Kalvin responded.
Malcolm figured Kalvin would have looked into him. “Then you know not all of my targets have made it back alive.”
“It would be in your best interest to make sure James is not one of those casualties,” Kalvin threatened in a way only Kalvin can.
A big, fat grin popped onto Malcolm’s face. Another of his theories had just been confirmed: Kalvin cared about James Stone’s well-being far more than he let on. Whether it was an interest in James as a way to gain more leverage in the ARW’s military or something more personal, the need for James was there. 
“Like always, it was good talking to you, Kalvin.”
“Likewise.” This lie would have been clear to even the biggest idiot. Malcolm started to head out of the room when Kalvin added on his last statement. “Mission reports were not the only source I sought when I heard you were to take on James’s case. It may not astonish you that my influence can grant me access to some… personal visits you have had with a psychologist back on Earth… not all of them professional either. Nonetheless, it was the conversations that were of the most interest to me… the fear you mentioned to her on numerous occasions and the emptiness you feel inside of you… they even to drive you to a bottle every now and again.” 
Kalvin knew he didn’t have to say any more for Malcolm to understand. Malcolm was used to being able to dominate a conversation. The fact that Kalvin was still able to turn that conversation to his advantage made Malcolm a bit sick. That feeling was more than enough reason to leave to regroup with his squad.
While Brad and Vaalima finished packing the supplies, Malcolm sat with his legs crossed; his thinking position. In his right hand was a bird’s-eye view of the camp where James was tasked with taking down a shield tower.
“We have another mission to take care of. We have our own way out.”
Those were James’s last words to Captain Killemn before going rogue. In seconds, Malcolm had pieced together this mystery. One: James gave himself another mission. Two: That mission had an eighty percent chance of having something to do with rescuing Captain Landis. Three: He left in an enemy Hauler, as it was the only viable means of transportation. Four: A Hauler only had the fuel to travel a small distance. Five: In that small radius of options for James and his unit to go, Kemmer’s Bar was the only one that made sense. Yes, that was it. They would be seeking a more permanent way to travel. 
One piece of the puzzle was now in place. Now, it was time for him to travel to Kemmer’s Bar to obtain more pieces.




Chapter 14: On the Hunt

October 5, 2111
Malcolm Richardson
Hondora - an industrious planet covered with choking air and filth all over the streets. That filth includes the citizens who call this place home. Malcolm couldn’t think of a planet with more crime and a higher concentration of individuals with no qualms over killing for personal gain; after all, a lawless dystopia can attract some insane individuals.
It would be only a few minutes until Brad parked the ship at the lot near Kemmer’s Bar. Malcolm had just finished reading all the mission reports, as well as the personal files on both Shadow-Walker and Uslar Kip. Vaalima, lying on the only couch in the cramped common room, was flipping through pages on Valiic and Narrisa. Even though she was a competent hunter and would occasionally offer inventive strategies, Malcolm was the type of guy who trusted only one man to make sure a job was done right - that one man being himself. So, inevitably, he would find himself reading those same files in her hands.
Vaalima snapped Malcolm out of his intelligent mind. “As a maelkii myself, I find it hard to believe both Narrisa and Valiic would do something as dishonorable as to abandon the very values they fight to uphold, especially a maelkii couple that would undergo the archaic tradition of swearing an honor pledge so they can fight together indefinitely.”
The maelkii were a unique species to Malcolm, more unique than most. He respected that fact. These days, thousands of maelkii houses, or glorified closed-cultured communities, have started to embrace more modernized values. And it's a shame some maelkii, a species known for their thick culture and rich traditions, would even consider disregarding them. However, the Quallic House, the house Valiic and Narrisa are from, is one of those houses that root themselves like a tree in traditions that have lasted thousands of years for the maelkii.
“If I were in their place, it really isn’t that big of a stretch to justify their actions, despite how wrong they are,” Malcolm responded.
“How so?”
“My theory: They found it more honorable to stay loyal to their friend… their fellow warrior, if you will… over the ARW. I’d say there's a seventy-seven percent chance of that theory being true.”
Vaal giggled. “You did it again.”
“Did what?”
“Tacked on a percentage to another one of your theories.”
“That’s because our job hinges on odds. What are the odds target one chooses to do option three? What about option four? The odds that target three figures out a way to put a dent in plan four, intentionally or not. See… it's all about the odds and how we work our plan to capture our targets around those odds so we have the maximum chance of succeeding.”
There was a sudden bump as the ship came to a halt on the landing pad. Malcolm grabbed his gear and nodded for Vaal to follow him off the ship. “Brad, stay with the ship. This shouldn’t take long,” Malcolm commanded over the cyberwatch.
Vaal and Malcolm stepped outside onto docking bay ninety-two. The air in the Underlevel was heavy and humid. Malcolm’s black cornrows started to stand up. Even though it was morning, Kemmer’s Bar was still alive with noisy activity.
“Malcolm, take a look.” Vaal pointed a few docking bays down. “It’s a Wersillian ship; a Hauler, I think.”
“It’s powered off. I’d bet there's a ninety-one percent chance whoever piloted that is inside the bar.”
The first thing Malcolm did upon entering Kemmer’s Bar was skim. He gave quick glances in each major area of the bar. At the back, sitting at a table by himself, was a lycargan.
“There he is. I’ll go speak with him. You talk with the bartenders and see if they know anything.”
Malcolm and Vaal split up. When Malcolm sat down, the lycargan didn’t notice him; his gaze was glued to the tapestry hanging on the wall over the table, looking lost in his own thoughts.
“How did you end up out here?” Malcolm interrupted the lycargan’s thoughts.
“You’re not here to kill me, are you?” His voiced rocked with fear.
“No. In fact I may be able to help you, depending on how helpful you are to me. I’m here looking for information.”
“I can’t help you. I’m only a low-ranking pilot. I don’t know much about anything.”
“I’m not looking for Wersillian state secrets, just how you got here.”
“I… I was forced to pilot a ship here for one of yours.”
“Do you know where that unit's headed?”
“They only mentioned going after someone named Landis. But that's it. I swear.” He got defensive.
“That’s all I need to know.” Malcolm reached in one of his pockets and pulled out a few jemns. “I despise your species, but I'm a man of my word. This should help you start a life here. Word of advice… sell that ship for additional jemns.”
Malcolm got up from the table and caught up to Vaal as she was exiting the bar. “Report,” Malcolm requested as they walked back to the ship.
“One of the bartenders saw a group of ARW soldiers leave with a mercenary named Erryn Wolph. He doesn’t know where they were headed though, so I pulled up her file from the ARW database.” Vaal showed Malcolm the file using her cyberwatch. “We don’t have a lot on Erryn. She's expensive… and part of that cost assures her contractor that she won’t turncoat.”
“She has an honor code. That’s too bad for us. What else?”
“She's also a runaway omelic wanted for a crime that isn’t stated in her file. Although, she has a bounty of five hundred thousand jemns on her head. But she’s only worth the jemns if she's captured alive and brought back to face omelic justice.”
“There lies our advantage.”
Malcolm was about to step onto his starship when he noticed three individuals marching up to them. Two were wearing mechanized suits - knock-off power armor. The three were from the fight club near the bar.
“What’s good, homie?” the leader of the three asked with a smug grin.
“Don’t call me homie,” Malcolm barked as Brad stepped out of the ship.
“What’s da problem, homie? Do I scare ya?” The leader lifted his shirt, showing Malcolm his sidearm.
Malcolm didn’t flinch. He looked over the guy in the center. Decreasing the distance between the two, Malcolm reached for a coin-shaped pin attached to the man’s jacket, engraved with a symbol. “Are we going to have a problem?”
“Only if ya don’t give us dat fine-ass ship.”
Malcolm pulled off the coin-shaped pin and flipped it. “Brad, handle these repulsive stereotypes.”
Brad didn’t hesitate or speak any words.
Five coin flips.
Malcolm turned his back on the fight. He stepped towards his ship. There was a quick swish of a blade and grasping of a jacket, then the sound of a blade digging into bare skin and the gurgling coughs of blood was crystal clear behind Malcolm. Another screamed for his life. The aroma of blood crept up Malcolm’s nose; the smell of iron.
Ten coin flips.
Malcolm was another step closer to being inside his ship. 
Bang!
A gunshot ricocheted off the surface of the docking bay lot, and another one rattled the fencing of the caged fighting arena. The only sound left was a thud of a body crashing to the ground, sending a force of wind against Malcolm’s back. One left.
Fifteen coin flips. 
“Please. Please! NO!” the last man begged. He was silenced by the slice of a blade. Malcolm was now on his ship.
Twenty coin flips.
“Pathetic.” Brad walked back into the ship.
Malcolm looked back to see Vaal’s horrified glare. “A self-defense instructor… hum? No self-defense instructor I know is that ruthless.” When Vaal first joined the 9 Hunters, Malcolm told her Brad was formerly a self-defense instructor. From Vaal’s expression, Malcolm knew she no longer believed that.
Malcolm muttered, “Believe what you want.”
Vaal sighed after she knew Malcolm wasn’t going to tell her what she wanted. “So… what’s the next step?” she asked.
“We have our confirmation as to the legionnaires’ motives and the location they're headed to. If this Erryn is to live up to her file, she'll first gather all the information she can before ever setting foot on Delkeedo. Now we must gather the same information she's after and put to use the bounty she has against her. And I know a place where we can achieve both.”
“Where?”
“The Galactic Hotel. It’s the go-to place for all species to meet in peace. With a rep such as that, it attracts bounty hunters to lay low in a place where they won’t be fair game to the others. And it's run and owned by a group of very wealthy and influential yuerr.”
The yuerr, a species known for their greed, are responsible for the introduction of jemns and make sure that every major intergalactic market accepts the currency. Through their continued efforts, jemns are the galaxy’s standard accepted currency. The yuerr still reap the rewards of that achievement to this day.
“Why can the bounty hunters lay low there? What stops the other bounty hunters from killing each other?”
“Simple. The Galactic Hotel is known for its infamous one rule: No life shall be taken by another on Galactic grounds. Should you break that rule, you'll die.”




Chapter 15: Infiltration

October 13, 2111
James Stone
As one of the best mercenaries in the known galaxy, Erryn paid no expenses on her ship. Case in point: This lounge full of comfort and space. Designer couches, a stocked kitchen, a few holographic monitors, a virtual game system, and more were all to add to her customers’ experience while feeding her ego. But hell, all this awesomeness was sure going the extra mile for me.
Erryn Wolph stepped into the lounge area to join me, Valiic, and Shadow-Walker. She took a seat at the table to the right of the couch I was sitting on. “We'll be there in fifteen minutes.”
Across the couch from me, Shadow-Walker took his turn in the game we were playing. “Thank the savior. I’m getting sick of playing Derrium all the time.”
I took my turn and teased him, “Or… are you sick of losing to me, Shadow?”
He took his next turn. “These stupid strategy games are rigged.”
Valiic, lying beside me, said, “Strategizing isn’t your strong suit, Shadow-Walker. Don’t blame the game; blame the player.” His massive legs hung over the armrest, while his head was aimed towards me.
Erryn pointed out, “There are other things to play or do. Derrium isn’t the only game I have on the hologram table.”
I responded, “It’s the only one worth playing. I need to be at the peak of my mountain if I'm going to save Landis from the Grando. This game is helping me exercise my mind to do that.”
Erryn walked over to me and placed her hand on my thigh. “You could use a break… something to ease your stress.” 
Over the last few days, Erryn Wolph had taken an interest in me. It started as simple flirting, but now she looked at me like a challenge to overcome. It was as if she saw me as a trophy to collect. I, on the other hand, had no interest or attraction in omelics.
“I know what you're thinking, and the idea is ten steps below bad.”
I swiped her hand off me. She gave me a grin and walked back to her seat.
“Wow… I can’t be the only one witnessing that,” Valiic projected.
“You’re not,” Shadow-Walker answered him. “Erryn has always been a flirt.”
“Don’t worry, boys, nothing's happened between me and James. I’m simply having some fun. It’s nothing that would interfere with mission results,” Erryn retorted.
Shadow-Walker leaned over the table as Erryn looked away and whispered, “James, don’t get involved with her. Men who do… tend to have bad things happen to them.”
“It wouldn’t happen even if both of us were locked in a cage for eternity together.” I let out a wry chuckle.
Erryn returned her attention back to us. “Tell me, Shadow, what do you plan to do when the ARW’s conflict is resolved? Go back to mercenary jobs?”
“You mean war, not conflict,” I corrected her, but she paid no attention.
“I haven’t given it much thought, actually. If I had to say right now, then righto… I probably would go back to mercenary work. Why shy away from what you're good at, right? That’s why I joined the ARW’s military in the first place; I'm good at it.”
“Although joining the ARW wasn’t exactly a pay raise, I admit… you did surprise me when you left to become a soldier. I figured you cared more about jemns. After all, isn’t that what you used care about - jemns?” she questioned.
He took a moment to think about that. “Sort of… at first. After a few years, I had enough jemns saved. Even though the pay is far less as an ARW soldier than a mercenary, I saw an opportunity to create a more respectable name for myself. The ARW was that opportunity.” He finished another turn.
“Well, I always welcome more jemns,” she informed him.
“Could you write that on a sign and entitle it Shivf I Already Know?” I quipped. 
We had a long bout of laughter. A bout that meant more to Shadow-Walker, Valiic, and me than others could comprehend. It lifted away some of the guilt off our shoulders. In that moment of laughter, I felt like we could overcome any hardship as a team.
After recovering from our laughter, Valiic spoke to Erryn, “Erryn, I’d like to ask you something.”
“Shoot.”
“Do you truly care for nothing other than jemns?”
“Jemns give me all the purpose and happiness I need,” she answered.
“Doesn’t sound like much of a life to me.”
“It’s a great way to stay alive though.”
“What about settling down, Erryn? Raising a family?” he pushed.
Erryn let out a wry laugh. “That’s undoubtedly a maelkii way of thinking. But you… you don’t understand how omelic society works, do you? Tell me, Valiic, maelkii women have seasons, do they not?”
“You’re correct,” he answered.
“And it's common practice to marry early and raise children together?”
“More like doctrine. The majority of maelkii society is based around companionship.”
“Well, take that livelihood and spin that bitch on its head… that's omelic society. Omelic men take what they want, and our society allows them to. Women are more like objects than citizens. We produce a child, and the father takes it away as his… to do whatever he wants with.” Valiic’s eyes flared a bit, and he looked away from her.
“What makes you the exception?” I asked.
She let out a wry laugh. “Disgust. Early on, I saw the tragedy of that life, and I took the first chance I got to get the hell out.”
“That’s pretty badass,” Shadow-Walker concluded. “I didn’t know about that side of your life.”
“We never really worked together, Shadow,” she added.
“True.” He had a flicker of regret in his tone.
“To hear that some societies still act under such uncultured, barbaric guidelines is a true tragedy. This is what the ARW is against. If the bonies win, we’ll only see more of this in the galaxy,” Valiic preached.
Erryn disagreed. “I wouldn’t say that about your enemy. Dytirc culture may be male-dominated, but they still accept females as citizens in their culture. With them, it’s all about belonging to a tribe… where everyone fills a role. It’s not family or blood; its co-dependency. The ARW offers freedom, yes, but the Wersillian Legion offers safety and belonging.”
“I must say, I don’t believe that sounds like you to me,” Valiic said.
She nodded. “There’s a lot you wouldn’t understand about me. Anyway… I’ve made myself clear… I’m on the side of the jemns. Right now, that’s you guys.”
“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Shadow-Walker insisted.
“Your turn, Valiic. What do you plan to do later in life?” Erryn asked him.
“Raise the next generation with my cohinla,” he replied.
“And you, James?”
“Never thought about it. I’m a live-mission-by-mission kind of man. Whatever my next assignment is, I get it done. My missions are as routine as my next meal.”
“It seems like you’ve given that assignment to yourself this time,” she pointed out.
“It’s personal. Someone I… we care about is in danger. Have you ever had that, Erryn?”
“Can’t say that I’ve had the displeasure,” she answered.
Shadow-Walker chimed in. “Did you ever hear about the name trials?” he asked Erryn as he made his next turn.
“Is that how dor’o get their names?”
“Righto. At a young age, dor’o are sent inside the Name Caves for two days. It’s nothing crazy dangerous or anything. It’s the air… in there, dor’o are forced to see things that aren’t there. And… it’s what we do with those hallucinations that matters. For those days, our actions are watched using hidden video systems. Whatever we do, whether it’s helping a wounded animal, hiding in the shadows, or tracking prey, we’re recorded. Billions of possibilities lie inside, and what we choose to do becomes what we’re called.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“I understand that omelics hold their names and titles in high regard, just like dor’o. Am I right?”
“Mostly. Being born to an important family helps, of course.”
“Then you understand how important a name is for someone like me and someone like you.”
“Of course.” She wasn’t sure where he was going with this.
“Now imagine your name dragged in the dirt, ripped away from you, along with your reputation. That’s what it feels like for us to lose our captain. Do you understand?”
Her expression showed it. “We’ll get her back,” she concluded.
The next second, her cyberwatch lit up and blinked red. She got up and proceeded to the control room. As she walked off, she turned her head back. “We’re here. James, I need somebody intimidating at my side, so you’re coming with me.”
“You sure you don’t want Narrisa and Valiic instead? They fit that bill better than I do.”
“Oh, sure,” she said sarcastically. “By all means, let me take two individuals of the one of the largest and most noticeable species into a town of people who want me dead.”
I held up my hands. “Alright. You’ve made yourself clear.”
After she landed the starship, Erryn joined me inside the storage bay of the Striking Star. I stood near the hatch, ready to disembark. “What’s the plan?” I asked. Erryn started sifting through one of her storage crates before pulling out damn near a wardrobe - one full of gunslinger gear.
She walked over to me and sized me up. “Strip.”
I gazed at her as if she’d just jumped into a pool of stupidity. “Excuse me?”
“You can’t waltz right in that place with your ARW gear. So, strip.”
“Fine. Hand me the gear, and be on your way.”
“There isn’t time. Just strip.”
Begrudgingly, I quickly removed all my gear and tossed off all my clothes, leaving myself a thin cloth of boxers over my waist. Despite her presence, I felt no shame or embarrassment.
I held out me hand. “Gear.” Her eyes drifted from my head to my toes, taking their time midway down. “Hurry up. Your words were we are short on time.”
She looked back up, a grin on her purple cheeks. “I lied.” She tossed me the clothes.
I caught them, rolling my eyes. “I hope you found pleasure at my expense.” I couldn’t hold back a small laugh.
She giggled. “I very much did.”
After I was dressed in this tight-fitting gunslinger outfit, I asked, “Now what’s the plan?”
She took off her hat and put on a trench coat. “Simple, really. I parked the ship close to the side where they keep the archive library. That’s where we’re headed. I just need you to stay out of sight and follow me. Got it? Good.” She didn’t let me even answer.
Erryn Wolph and I stepped out of the Striking Star and onto sand, sinking a bit with each step. Fierce winds slammed currents of sand into our faces as we trekked through the desert. I used my hands the best I could to block the sandstorm, squinting to keep the sand from entering my eyes. I couldn’t see further than my reach.
“What is this ball-crunching place, sand-hell? I’ve got sand playing tug-of-war in my pants, and it doesn’t tickle!” I yelled over the sandstorm.
“Don’t be a bitch, James. It’s like this to keep the town hidden,” Erryn hollered back.
Erryn, a step ahead of me, led the way. In the blink of the eye, she disappeared. After just another step, I pushed through some kind of field. I looked up and noticed we’d entered the city, shielded from the sandstorm by a dome made from the same technology used in atmospheric doors, only scaled up tenfold. My gazed drifted back down, and I could see a long line of wooden buildings straight out of an old western movie. But this wasn’t made from any wood I’d ever seen before; it looked as sturdy as steel.
Erryn jerked me to the side from my covered position behind a bush to the building, next to where I previously stood. She was peering around the corner of the small building, signaling for me to take a peek. I obliged. Just around the corner was another, tighter line of buildings crowded by some conspicuous individuals of multiple species. Many were gang members, while some were mercenaries.
“Just wait for my signal--” she started to whisper, then raised her tone suddenly, “--now!”
She tugged me along. I shoved her arm off me and continued to follow her, hugging the wall of buildings but easily visible to the onlookers – only they weren’t gazing in our direction at the moment. We were exposed for only a few seconds before Erryn pulled open the wooden door to the building we were hiding behind. We slipped inside, and she shut the door behind us, latching it locked. The smell overtook my lungs, and I quickly covered my nose. We were in an outhouse.
“What the-- do you need to take a piss break?” I asked, half-joking.
“Looks can be deceiving.”
“Can you be less encrypted?” I quipped.
“This isn’t an outhouse; it’s the entrance to a tunnel.”
“Are you sure? It smells like moth balls and sewer rats in here.”
“Wouldn’t be very convincing if it didn’t.”
She reached her hand and pulled at a hidden latch below the slat on which the toilet sat. As she lifted it, none other than a ladder leading into a murky tunnel was suddenly revealed. She slid down first, with me right behind. Thank all the luck and mercy in the galaxy there wasn’t any piss or shivf below the toilet.
The tunnel was thin and shaped like a pipe; too small to stand in. Taking the lead, Erryn crouch-walked down the tunnel. I followed.
“After all this trouble, you better get what you came for,” I said.
“The Immortals are nothing if not organized… it’s one of the reasons they’re as strong as they are. This tunnel leads to an archive library, where I’ll find the information I’m looking for.”
“One plot convenience after another,” I jested.
“What do you mean?”
“First the tunnel, and now this library of convenient knowledge.”
“This library, as well as this town, is one of many scattered along the galaxy by the Immortals. I used to know a member assigned to this particular town who was once imprisoned at the Grando Military Prison. He escaped, obviously, and a record of his reports, along with any useful info on the place, will be here. It’s all about knowing the right people and right places to look. Besides, would you rather your captain rot in that prison?”
“The hell kind of question is that?”
“Then accept the opportunities given to you. It’s an important lesson in my line of work.”
Now at the end of the short tunnel, Erryn shifted over a slat of wood blocking us in. She inched out, looking down one way. I followed out of the tunnel, stepping out of an empty bookcase; or rather, it was made to look like an empty bookcase.
She covered the tunnel and led me down the halls of bookshelves. Lights dim, no windows, concrete walls; we were in a basement.
“How deep does this library go?”
“We’re only on the first basement level out of dozens.”
“Jesus. And you know where you’re going?”
“Enough.”
Somehow, those words brought little confidence to me.
We dipped past hundreds of old books, reports, folders; you name it, it was there.  Shelved next to each other, all the contents of the bookshelves had their own personality, their own character. They were blasts of information filled with hundreds of stories and juicy bits of information told through countless eyes. It was a gold mine of information for mercenaries like Erryn and anyone lucky enough to gain access to it.
She finally stopped at a section that rounded a corner. This section was particularly dark, and just past us was a set of stairs leading to the floor below us; even darker than our level. Erryn shifted through multiple folders and papers while I kept watch. As time went on, she would rip some excerpts from their confines and stuff them in a leather bag she’d brought along. More than thirty minutes passed.
As she continued the process, I spotted a box of interest to me. It read, “Brotherhood of Relics.” I swear, I’d heard that before. I slid out the box and pulled out the only paper inside.
“Known information: Originated from the Tolkran Kingdom.” That was all that was written.
“What’s the Brotherhood of Relics?”
“They’re a myth… a legend. If they exist, I’ve never heard anything about or seen them. Then again… there’s always some truth to legends.”
“And what about this… Tolkran Kingdom?”
Erryn froze in place for a moment before shaking it off as if nothing happened. “They’re just a worthless kingdom on my home planet.”
I went back to standing guard.
Twenty more minutes passed. “Anything interesting yet?” I asked.
“You have no idea,” she whispered back.
“Fill my brain with some.”
“For one, I found us blueprints of the Grando Military Prison, albeit hand-drawn by the guy I knew. I also found some old maps of the region surrounding the Grando, along with current trade routes to veer away from, and yada-yada stuff you wouldn’t care to know. But-- hah,” she chuckled, “you won’t like this.”
“And what is it I’m not going to like?”
“The thing is: The guy I knew who got in and out of the prison… he didn’t do it by himself. He had outside help - a source he mentioned here.” She pointed to a page in the folder.
“Still not sure what’s not to like about that.”
“This source, we’re going to need him, too. He’s an enemy of your enemy,” she said with a smirk.
“If you don’t stop dragging this out--”
“The source is a dytirc named Larno.”
Taking my eyes off the stairs and shifting them to her, I nearly yelled, but I managed to hold my voice to a tall whisper. “Why in the holy hell would you suggest we met with a dytirc? They’re our enemies!”
“When you’re at constant war with their species, that’s all you see. But the dytircs are more complicated than that. Remember, the dytircs were once a species of many tribes. What do you think happened to those tribes?”
“They all merged.”
“Not all of them. There are a few tribes that didn’t merge into the army you see today. This contact is from one of the only remaining rebel tribes. He’ll be the key to saving your friend.”
“That’s not going to go over well with my crew,” I muttered.
“It’s going to have to. You can figure out how to explain the situation as we head out. I’ve got what I need.”
And with that, we made our way back to Erryn’s ship.




Chapter 16: The Galactic Hotel

October 10, 2111
Malcolm Richardson
Given an hour, Malcolm can mold a target’s weaknesses to his advantage. Given a day, those same weaknesses become crippling. And now, almost a week after taking the mission to capture James Stone and his squad, Malcolm thinks he’s found that perfect scenario - a scenario that would all but render James a cripple under the weight of his own recklessness. Unfortunately, it isn’t that simple. James isn’t alone; he has his unit. And the more variables, the more complex the solution. To find this solution, Malcolm’s next destination is the Galactic Hotel.
“There it is - the Galactic Hotel. Pure neutrality on an asteroid. A favorite gathering area for diplomats and vacationers all over the galaxy,” Malcolm gleamed.
Although most of the Galactic Hotel was buried in the mountainous asteroid, some of the high points leaked above the surface. Malcolm smiled like a little child as the ship descended past the atmospheric field that led into the hangar. He could hardly wait.
Ready to disembark, they all stepped out of the ship and headed for the lobby doors. Vaal and Malcolm were dressed in civilian clothes, while Brad had his power armor on, as usual. Vaal noticed, and Malcolm could see her annoyance.
“Brad. Why do you feel the need to bring an armory with you?” Vaal queried.
“Payz tah be prepared,” he answered through the helmet.
“This is a neutral paradise! You’ll just draw unwanted attention to us.”
Vaal was fuming, but Brad just responded with a smug snicker as they proceeded into the lobby, passing through an atmospheric door.
A yuerr woman waited on them at a reception desk. The yuerr inhabit the planet Yuerr-Olo, which is orbited by the asteroid on which the Galactic Hotel resides. Both Yuerr-Olo and the Galactic Hotel reside in the Ju-Sana System.
“Welcome to the Galactic Hotel, where peace of mind and neutrality are guaranteed. How may I assist you today?” the yuerr woman greeted the hunters with a nod.
Malcolm leaned in. “How much to gain entrance to your… basement floors?”
“Sir?” She played dumb, but that wouldn’t work on Malcolm. He could see she knew exactly what he was talking about.
Malcolm looked her directly in the eyes. “You and I both know what this place really is… when you take away all the marketing and PR. This place--” Malcolm gestured around him “--is nothing more than a way for the gang known as the Immortals to launder money through.”
“Sir, I--” Malcolm put up his hand to interrupt the yuerr woman.
“Trust me when I say, I’ve done my research. And… that kind of research could really put a bad stain on this place.”
The woman’s expression flipped from a dumfounded frown to a devilish grin. She snickered as she said, “Your threat means nothing. If what you say is true about this… research, then I assure you, the Immortals would bury that information before it ever saw the light of day. Now, if you don’t want to purchase anything, the exit… is right there.” She pointed to the door leading to the hangar.
“If you won’t help us find the way to the basement floors, then we’ll do it ourselves,” Malcolm threatened.
“I can’t allow you to do that.”
“What are you going to do… shoot us? You’d be breaking your infamous rule.”
“No… but we can hurt you… very… very badly,” she hissed.
Before Malcolm could retort, Brad stepped forward. “Diz iz takin’ too long.”
He reached in one of his many pouches and tossed out a few gold coins, marked in symbols and images Malcolm didn’t recognize. Malcolm looked upon the shocked face of the woman, then to Vaal’s mirrored face; his, too, must have shown the same surprise.
“Do what da Bozz askz,” Brad commanded.
“I-- Where d-did you get those coins?” the yuerr woman asked, shaking off her surprise.
“None’yah damn biz.”
“Uh… well, then… uh, who are you?”
“Someone dead.”
Dead? What did Brad mean by that? Malcolm wondered.
“S-sir, without identification, I cannot confirm your membership with the Immortals. For all I know, you could have stolen those coins,” said the woman. Vaal and Malcolm exchanged bewildered looks. Without a word, Brad headed for the entrance to the common room. “Sir, you need to pay to go in there. It won’t open unless you have a microchi--”
As Brad neared the doors, they hissed open and he turned back to face the lady. “How’z dat for identification?” He gestured to Malcolm and Vaal. “Let’z go.”
The hunters walked through the doors into a vast plaza. Multiple floors of bars that led to diners, which led to stores, and vice versa. Chains of every social extravaganza imaginable were mashed together in one convenient gathering. The breathtaking Common Square was full of hundreds of species, either socializing or keeping to themselves. As the largest mall in the known galaxy, the atmosphere was something special.
Led by Brad, the hunters weaved through crowds of people. The spikes protruding from Vaal’s shoulders motioned up and down, body language that indicated her frustration. Malcolm knew the story he told Vaal in Brad’s defense was no longer going to hold after this. Maybe it was time to tell her the truth.
Brad took the hunters down a private, darker hallway and halted at the entrance to a strip club hidden at the far end of the hall. Multicolored lights flickered through the designer glass. Music shook the ground with each beat.
“Dey ain’t gonna let you’z in... only me. Bozz, ya said shit ‘bout findin’ ah bounty hunta. If ya still lookin’ for one, den head tah da bar straight acrozz from here. I’ll get’cha info, Bozz.”
“Understood.”
Malcolm nodded, and Brad entered the strip club. Malcolm followed the directions Brad gave and headed straight out of the hallway, past the populated walkway, to a bar called Kimo and Son. Before he could reach a seat, Vaal tugged at him. He gazed up to see a face filled with frustration and hurt.
“Why would you continue to lie to me like that? From the moment I became a hunter, you told me… to my face, that Brad was a self-defense instructor. In what world does a self-defense instructor have a connection to an intergalactic gang? I-- If you continue to lie to me, I’ll have no choice but to seek reassignment!” Vaal hissed, “I mean, is t-that what you really want?”
“Vaal, you may be new to my unit, but you are no less important.”
“I… I am?”
“Vaal. Both Brad and I can be outlandishly stubborn and thick-headed characters. Neither of us has much of an emotional core… and hell, Brad may not even have a soul. But you… you offer compassion and a moral side to this unit. And to me, that’s an underrated and overlooked attribute.”
“I-I-- Thank you.”
Instead of going to the bar, Malcolm led Vaal to the adjacent establishment - a diner named Clorr’s Plate. “And you’re right. As a member of this unit, you should know who you’re working with.”
Malcolm took a seat at a two-person booth. Vaal sat across from him. A waitress, of the plauranian species, was at their table immediately to take their order.
“Welcome to Clorr’s Plate. We serve the tastiest coffee and chocolate mixed drinks around. What can I get you two?”
“I’ll take a chocolate spike,” Vaal answered.
“Same,” Malcolm answered. The waitress left them. “Listen to me, Vaal. Brad must not know about this conversation. He isn’t fond of people getting into his business. Understand?” Malcolm stressed.
“I won’t utter a word,” she confirmed.
“Brad and I have been hunters for a long time, and it’s taken that amount of time for me to piece together what I know now. He… he isn’t the most open person in the galaxy.”
“That’s obvious,” she said with a laugh.
“Brad didn’t have what you would call… a happy upbringing. When Brad was young, so young he hadn’t even made it into school, his parents… well… they were killed right in front of him, in their own home. The killer tied Brad to a chair and forced him to watch in horror as his parents were stabbed to death and cut to pieces. It was the killer’s M.O.”
“I-I can’t even imagine what that would do to someone that young,” she added.
“It gets worse. A few months later, he was adopted by two dor’o parents. One might think he would be raised as a typical dor’o would. But these dor’o parents were anything but typical. The father led a gang located in the Michigan Territory, while the mother managed a drug operation. These monstrous people had heard about Brad’s tragic past and took him in… molded him to their benefit… seduced him into their trades. At a mere fourteen, he became both parents’ go-to man for hits, and damn… damn, he was good at it. He developed a rage… a passion, really, for killing and spent every waking minute becoming the perfect killer.”
The waitress returned with Vaal and Malcolm’s drinks. Malcolm let his sit, while Vaal took a drink.
“I’ve seen what he can do first-hand. It’s like he fights with the will of a god behind him.” She put down her cup. “As time went on, a war between four gangs, including the one Brad was a part of, took place. It became a tragically personal war for all the gangs involved. Unfortunately for Brad, his gang was crippled by the death of the person in charge of their weapon arsenal. Without that man, they weren’t able to complete a major weapons transaction, which led to that gang’s downfall. Brad’s adoptive parents were both killed in the fallout, and he was captured by the ARW. Yes… you heard correct: Local and global police couldn’t capture, Brad so the ARW stepped in. They put not one, but two hunter squads on Brad. One squad died, and the other… they only returned with him because Brad had grown tired of running away.”
Telling this story about Brad brought questions to Malcolm’s mind. Originally, he’d thought Brad was only part of a local gang; yet, he proved today he had ties to the Immortals. It seemed there was still a lot to uncover in the mystery that was Brad Swift.
“Giving up doesn’t suit Brad’s style,” Vaal postulated.
“A man like Brad, a man with a will like his-- well, it needs something to fight for… something to keep the fire burning. Only… he lost everything.”
“Still… if he was that dangerous, how did he end up here?”
“The ARW saw this man… this perfect killer and knew they couldn’t miss an opportunity to use his skill set. They offered him something new to fight for and put him in an underground project created by the Order of Aegis called Project Glasshouse. The project was designed to create the perfect soldiers. Challenges and tasks of unimaginable levels of difficulty were constructed, which proved unattainable to even the greatest candidates and drove many to the brink of insanity… all except for Brad. He had something no other candidate matched: A relentless drive. Brad passed all these tasks and challenges. The project took away what was left of his sanity and turned him into a weapon. Though, one success wasn’t enough to save the project. Years of deaths and dropouts led to the project eventually being scrapped. Brad was then sent to the hunters program, where he passed in record time. From there, it’s history.”
“I can’t believe one man was put through all that,” she replied in awe.
“Brad is a man who’s been through more than anyone I’ve ever known. His past… his losses, his training, the experiments… they’ve left their marks on him. And for it, he lives life pissed off, shut away, refusing to make connections. He lives for the next hunt, which, to him, is just another hit without the killing. It’s like I said, he needs something to fight for… or fight against.”
“Sounds like a psychopath.” She took the last sip of her drink.
“Maybe he was born without empathy, maybe he was made that way later. Either way, he’s capable of feats I’ve known only him to be able to complete. And that’s why we need him. Now… let’s hit the bar and find us a bounty hunter.”
“Aye, aye.”
Vaal got up. Malcolm left his drink untouched at the table, along with some jemns, then headed for the adjacent bar called Kimo and Son, with Vaal right by his side.
Only a few seats were empty, and none was next to each other, meaning Vaal and Malcolm would have to sit separate. Malcolm took a seat at the far right and waited for a bartender, who was serving some alcoholic drinks to someone at the end. Vaal sat towards the middle on a seat that looked too small for her, and she was able to grab one of the bartender’s attention immediately.
“I don’t see many humans around here,” a woman seated next to Malcolm noticed.
Malcolm swiveled his seat in her direction; to his surprise, she was human, and he’d failed to notice her when he sat down. “I could say the same thing to you. What brings you out here?” Malcolm put on his best smile and rested his head against his upright arm.
“A much needed vacation. This place… it seemed like the only truly safe place from the war.” She took a sip of her drink.
“I understand.”
“And you…what’s a handsome black man like you doing here alone?”
Malcolm shrugged. “I’m not actually alone. I’m looking for someone.”
“Who?” The woman fiddled with her hair.
“A bounty hunter.”
Her eyes flared. “Sounds dangerous. I like dangerous.”
A fire lit in Malcolm’s heart. “Thanks. You seem like a nice girl… one who shouldn’t be alone.”
“I brought a friend,” she admitted.
“Girl or guy?”
“Girl. So, I guess you can say I’m available,” she hinted.
“As much as I’d like to, I can’t,” Malcolm admitted. “I’m here on business, and soon I’ll be gone.”
“That’s a shame. You have such handsome cornrows and a strong, brown gaze to match. And those broad shoulders--” She bit her lip, looking one last time before leaving. She was much more direct than Malcolm expected.
When the bartender finally arrived, Malcolm gestured for him to lean in. “I got a tip that I should head here if I… wanted to get in touch with a bounty hunter.” Malcolm held up a few jemns.
The bartender signaled with his eyes for Malcolm to head around the back through the door right behind his seat; so, he did just that, pushing through the employee door and into the kitchen. The same bartender he had just spoken with arrived to meet Malcolm.
“Follow me.”
The bartender led Malcolm to the back of the kitchen, past all the shiny, metal preparation equipment and hard-working cooks, a jumble pot of different species. A sink was hidden in the corner of the kitchen, rusted, greasy, and filled with old dishes. The bartender pulled the right faucet handle, and there was a click, like a latch had just been opened. The bartender reached out with his meaty hands and pulled the sink, along with part of the wall, to reveal a hidden door. They entered an entire club; music playing, girls dancing on the stage at the back, a bar next to it, and plenty of tables to gamble away jemns.
“Who’s the target you want this bounty hunter for?” asked the bartender.
Bounty hunters and mercenaries weren’t how fictional accounts portrayed them. Most of them stole some kind of identity to use as theirs. Ranging from old western gunslingers for Earth fiction, dynasty guards for the qwayks’ history, Havik Cultists from yuerr folktale, Brotherhood of Relic knights, warlocks, and even witches, mercenaries and bounty hunters imitated these outlandish personas to make names of themselves. Really though, Malcolm only saw bunter hunters and mercenaries as either wannabes playing dress-up or absurd cartoons. In both cases, he found it hard to take most of them seriously. And despite many of them being in the room, nobody cared to look Malcolm’s way.
“The target I have information on is Erryn Wolph,” Malcolm finally responded.
The bartender grinned. “I know someone… with a personal interest in this target.”
He left Malcolm’s side, only to return a minute later with an omelic bounty hunter, who greeted Malcolm. Malcolm handed the jemns over to the bartender, who then left their company.
“Howdy. The name’s Bearon. What might I reckon is this ‘bout?” He spoke with a cringy, manufactured accent meant to sound as though he were the protagonist of some cheesy, Earth-made western movie. He wore raggedy brown and leather clothes to match and even had a lit cigar in his left hand. Even by omelic standards, he was jacked. Though, he did carry a bad case of short-man syndrome.
“I want to make you a trade. Information and aid for passage,” said Malcolm.
“What kind’ah information?”
“The location of a wanted person… especially to your people. I know the location of Erryn Wolph.”
Smiling happily, he responded, “Whoohoo, I reckon you got my attention now.” On the inside Malcolm was cringing.
“She’s headed to a moon called Delkeedo. But if you want more, let’s make a deal. And I’ll even help you find her once we get to Delkeedo as a bonus. All you have to do is smuggle me and two others with you onto that moon.”
“I reckon we’s got ourselves a deal, then.” He extended his hand, and they shook. “Meet me out yonder in the hangar in an hour. I’ve gotta transport ship there to take us to my cargo ship. Docking spot twelve. There, we’ll finalize the terms of our deal.”
“I’ll be there,” Malcolm said, giving Bearon a nod.
When Malcolm reunited with Vaal at the bar, he nudged her to the side, out of earshot of the bystanders. “I found us a bounty hunter,” he told her.
“Nice work,” she responded. “Brad… he checked in to let me know he had the info we needed.”
“Let him know to meet us at docking spot one-two. And let him know to prepare these items I’ve listed for transport to our new ride.” Malcolm swiped over the list of items to her cyberwatch, then opened a call to Commander Sizar. “Commander. I need to arrange for my ship to be picked up. Location is the hangar at the Galactic Hotel, on docking bay two-zero-one. I’ll transfer all documentation to you, sir. In addition, I’ll transfer the plans for recovery to you once we capture the 1070 Legionnaires.”
“Confirmed, Malcolm. We’ll have it done as soon as possible. Keep us updated. Sizar out.”




Chapter 17: A Tough Choice

October 22, 2111
James Stone
The enemy of my enemy is my friend, or so the saying goes. But to me, it’s just a justification in using someone you hate against someone you hate more; a means to an end. In a sense, my squad and I were in a similar predicament.
With everyone in the lounge, we made the most of our time engaged in small talk, awaiting the enemy of our enemy. I sat at the longest couch, with Valiic and Narrisa beside me. Our couch was at the end of the common room, close to the entrance to the kitchen bar. Shadow-Walker and Erryn occupied two of the three seats at the table in-between the longest couch and kitchen bar, leaving one seat open for our awaited guest. Uslar lone-wolfed it at the couch furthest from the kitchen.
“Hot damn, the suspense is killing me,” Shadow-Walker said with a sigh.
“I can’t believe we’re really about to meet with a dytirc,” Uslar gagged.
“Listen, Uslar, the idea of it all tickles me funny, but I’m still willing to hop this scotch if it means we finish this story with Landis safe and sound,” I gave my two cents.
“Because making deals with devils is a great idea,” Shadow-Walker groaned sarcastically.
“How soon until your dytirc contact boards this ship?” Valiic asked.
“In a few moments,” Erryn Wolph answered. “We’re orbiting Delkeedo in stealth mode. I sent out our coordinates thirty minutes ago, so he should land shortly.”
“Speak of the devil,” I pointed at Erryn’s cyberwatch, which was blinking red.
“I’ll bring him in.” Erryn walked down to the hangar to greet him.
“I wonder what he’s going to be like. I haven’t actually met a dytirc that wasn’t shooting at my face,” Shadow-Walker joked.
“I suggest we start with non-hostile,” Valiic stated.
“I wouldn’t use a term like ‘non-hostile’. He’s just… just hostile to the same group we’re hostile to. It’s more like a mutual hostilage,” I chimed in.
“I still hate this idea. Why should we trust him?” Uslar shuffled around on his seat.
“Give me a chance, and I’ll prove it to you.”
Our guest, Larno, entered the room. Erryn was right behind him. We stared at him as he took a seat at the far table. Like most dytircs, he wore leather cloth and flexible armor. His exoskeletal body complemented his rough, boney head. Ringed eyes and a piercing stare filled the room with unease. A different symbol from other dytircs in the Wersillian Legion had been branded to Larno’s left arm. All in all, he looked like he was a decade past his due date. As he wearily lay back in the chair with all four arms crossed, I could have sworn his eyes had some sand in them.
“So, how about we start with the pleasantries? I’m Larno, leader of the King Tribe. Well… what’s left of it anyway.” Sadness gloomed in his experienced gaze.
“I’m James Stone, captain of the 1070 Legionnaires,” I said with a nod.
“I’m Valiic, and she’s my cohinla, Narrisa,” Valiic gestured to himself and Narrisa.
“Shadow-Walker’s the name, and that there is Uslar. He hates you the most,” Shadow-Walker jested.
“Sorry to hear that,” Larno said, laughing it off.
“Don’t answer for me, Shadow. What he means to say is, I’m just… suspicious of you.”
“Nope, you totally hate him,” Shadow-walker quipped.
“Shut up!”
“Uslar. Shadow. Put a cork in it.” I looked back at Larno. “I’m sure Erryn has informed you as to what we need from you.”
“Yes, she has.” Larno nodded.
“And… you’re all hunky-dory with the idea of going against your own species?”
“If you’ll allow me, I would like to put your mind at ease.”
“The floor is yours.”
Larno nodded and projected his voice, clearing his throat first. “Most of you are probably wondering why I would help you all… who, in a certain perspective, are my enemies. And… and the answer is simple. I no longer can look upon my people, my species, in the same light as before. I once had pride in what my tribe was and stood for, and even how our species’s ways once were. It saddens me to no longer see true dytircs. The Military Tribe has changed just about every dytirc into something else completely. And with the remaining few years I have left in this existence, I still hope I can somehow change the path my species is on. I may not see eye-to-eye politically with the ARW, but morally we’re on the same page. Because of my refusal to merge with the countless other tribes during the Great Amalgamation, my tribe suffered… many tribes suffered. Now that we have such small numbers, the Wersillian Legion just leaves us alone. And alone we live, outcast from our own and stricken with poverty. I’ll help you guys because I believe the ARW could potentially stop the dytircs in their tracks and even lead them down a different path. Today, I’m here to prove it. In order to gain access to the Grando Prison, you must first take down its shields. To do that… you need a code. And that is what I can offer you.”
“Music to my ears.”
“I’m not sure about this. How smart is it to trust a dytirc?” Uslar voiced his concern.
“From here on out, Uslar, every move… every direction we choose to take is a question. There are no more assurances,” I stated.
“Can’t we try and find another way?”
“Uslar, we’re here for a reason. This is the best course of action,” Valiic responded.
“Plus, I’ll keep you safe.” Shadow-Walker patted Uslar on the back and laughed. Uslar seemed unconvinced but kept quiet.
“I’ve been at this long enough to know nobody in your position would be willing to give up that code without getting something in return.” Erryn directed her studying eyes to Larno.
“Yes, I do need a favor,” he responded.
“I knew there would be a catch!” Uslar shouted.
“Shut up a second! Let’s hear him out,” I insisted.
“One of my warriors has intelligence on the Wersillian Legion, some of which is about the Grando Military Prison. He’s been gathering it for months. But the Wersillian Legion must have caught wind of it. His warehouse was attacked and seized yesterday. I’m too old to do anything, and he’s the only other warrior left in my tribe. If you check on him for me, I’ll give you the code. Is it a deal?”
“Of course,” Erryn answered.
“Let’s put a pin in that decision,” I insisted. “Erryn, why don’t you and I brainstorm this out elsewhere?”
I led Erryn out into the hallway connected to the lounge. Once out in the hall, she asked, “What?”
“This side mission isn’t our priority. Every extra second we waste drains away the sand left in Landis’s hourglass. Why should we devote resources and time to this?”
“You heard him. The code for the information. Simple.”
“We may not need that code. Shadow may be able to put his niffy nerd-skills to use and hack into their computer systems to collapse those shields.
“Or maybe he won’t. And even if he could, I could take time.”
“Then I need to know: With all your expertise and experience, do you suggest we run with this side job?”
She placed her hand on my shoulder. “Yes, James. This code removes variables from play, and trust me, that’s always something to sacrifice for.”
I reentered the lounge area with Erryn. “We accept your terms.”
“We do?” Uslar seemed surprised.
“Yes, and no back-mouthing.”
“Thank you so much, James. May the gods look down on your kindness with grace,” Larno praised.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I rolled my eyes. “Larno. Send me the location of this warehouse, and I’ll take your starship to investigate. How many people can it hold?”
“Four.”
“Very well. Who wants to kick up their feet and stay behind?”
“I do,” Uslar offered.
“Not a chance, Uslar. That warrior may require medical attention, and you fit the bill.”
“I wasn’t taught dytirc anatomy,” he reminded me.
“I’m sure you’ll catch on quick.”
“I should remain with the Striking Star while it’s in orbit.” Erryn left to go to the cockpit.
“I’ll hang back and hold down the fort,” Valiic offered.
“Very well. Everyone else, follow my steps,” I finished.
We crammed ourselves into Larno’s vessel, which was on its last tank of fuel. Imagine the oldest and most broken down vessel on an out-of-the-way lot; well, that would be in better condition that Larno’s vessel. In fact, it was a damn miracle this dying dog of a ride even made it this far.
We zipped out of the hangar to the coordinates Larno gave us. Within a minute, the ship arrived at the busted-up warehouse. The warehouse, which once seemed to be a beacon of its age, now resembled something that had been through many hard times. Nothing so dramatic looked to have befallen it; just decades of wear and tear. Amid the plants and vines that swallowed the fences and walls of the property was a now ruined, windowless structure that had been pounded by rainstorms and snowfalls since the fall of the countless tribes once in the area. Like a marathon runner who refused food and drink, the warehouse was a shell of its former self.
“Land right there.” I pointed to the ridge downhill from the warehouse.
“Landing now.” Uslar descended the ship into a small clearing in-between a forest of dead, blackened trees. On a few meters away were the front gates that led into the warehouse.
After landing, we all stepped outside. “Moby Dick, it’s cold out here!” I shivered and rubbed my hands against my biceps. It took a moment for my body to adapt to the cold temperature before I took the lead.
Sneaking up to the front gate, I looked through the vertical wooded slats. Rusted iron and moldy wood held the warehouse together - if you could call that mess together. It was in ruins and had all the sturdiness of a monkey holding a stack of its dung on a tightrope.
I squeaked the gate open, and we crept onto the property. The warehouse’s spooky creaks and taps made the property feel more like a scene from a horror film. Laced with black grass patches and piles of garbage, we took our time maneuvering through the muddy field leading to the warehouse.
“Why do I feel like some psychopath from a horror movie is going to jump out?” Shadow-Walker whispered.
“You watch human-produced motion pictures?” I whispered back to him.
Next to me, he peeked through the open hole. “Righto. A, ah… a guilty pleasure of mine.”
“I didn’t know you enjoy classic cinema. You know, the good shivf before the medium turned into virtual reality.”
“Guys, cut the chatter for a second. Look through here,” Uslar signaled.
Keeping my back to the wall, I crept over to him and Narrisa at their side of the wall. He pointed through the gaping hole above him. Lifting my head, I knew exactly what he was referring to.
“We have plasma burns inside. There was a firefight,” I whispered.
“So, what’s the plan?” Shadow-Walker asked in a hushed tone.
“I want coverage on both sides of the warehouse. Shadow-Walker, you trail me on the right side. Uslar, trail Narrisa on the left. Clear each room and then meet at the back of the warehouse.”
First, Narrisa entered the warehouse through the door. Then with the other two behind me, I entered the warehouse. Once inside, we split into groups.
The space inside was large enough to fit half a dozen fighter jets; however, much of that space was filled with trash, garbage, and debris fallen from the walls and roof; moonlight seeped through the openings.
Hugging the wall, Shadow-Walker and I came to the first room. I signaled for him to check right. With swift maneuvering, I swept the left side. This room was a mirror of the main warehouse; trash and debris everywhere, but nothing of interest.
“Clear.”
“Clear.”
“Next room,” I commanded.
Each step we took sent creaks through the warehouse, giving away our positions.
A large pile of debris blocked my path. “Watch the debris,” I spoke over my shoulder to Shadow-Walker. Cautiously, I climbed over the fallen debris. Sharp, rusted nails stuck out.
“This really is a depressing place,” Shadow-Walker said with a sigh after completing his climb over the debris.
“Larno did say this region on Delkeedo is poverty-stricken.” I climbed over a destroyed counter. “I’d go as far as to say this place is a nightmare, and then some.”
“Dytircs usually just throw together wood and iron… especially when they can’t afford better building materials,” Uslar whispered from across the room.
Shadow-Walker and I came to the next room. This one was a tad more interesting than the other one. There were dytirc cooking equipment and appliances with some shelving against the wall. Not surprisingly, it was ransacked. Again, I took the left side and swept through – and again, it was the same story as the first room.
“Clear.”
“Clear,” Shadow-Walker confirmed.
“That was the last room. Time to regroup,” I stated before we rejoined Narrisa and Uslar. “What did you find?” I asked them.
“A dead body. Probably the warrior. The marking on his left arm is the same as Larno’s. I don’t need to be a field medic to tell you he was tortured and killed by plasma burns,” Uslar claimed.
“Show me,” I instructed.
Uslar led me into the last room. Narrisa and Shadow-Walker followed behind us. Except for a desk in the corner with an iron bucket on top and a corpse in the center, the room was empty. The body was surrounded by piles of trash bags, as if his assailants wanted to make the statement that he was nothing but garbage. Many of his fingers were missing, and his face was clearly beaten in. Around the corpse and piles of trash, a pool of burnt blood stained the floor. There were four plasma wounds, starting from his chest and going all the way down to his pelvis. One wound had burnt a hole so deep, I could see part of his heart through his rib cage. It seemed his heart was partially burnt, too.
“Righty. We should deliver the bad news,” Shadow-Walker suggested.
“Nope. He wasn’t killed for shivfs and giggles. I want to know why,” I stated.
“There could be many reasons: He was a member of a rebel tribe; he’d been gathering intelligence on the dytirc military; or he could have been killed for simply resisting,” Uslar offered a few suggestions.
“But he was clearly tortured. Why? If the intelligence he gathered was here, they would have just shot him dead. Or if any of those other reasons you assumed were correct, they would have also shot him dead. My money’s on they couldn’t find the intelligence, so they tried to beat it out of him.”
“Then that means they may have gotten it. The plasma burns indicate they were finished with him.” Uslar pointed to the burns all over the victim’s chest.
“I don’t deny they were finished with him. Hell, he looks worse than a bloated possum after a run-in with a truck. But here’s what’s itching at my nerves: Why would the dytircs pick this warehouse to the bone? If they’d beaten the location of the intelligence out of him, why clean this place out?” I asked.
“Insurance?” Shadow-Walker suggested.
“Maybe. Or they stripped the place hoping they snagged the prize they sought,” I claimed. “Uslar, did the victim die instantly after being shot?”
Uslar bent over the body. Without moving the corpse, he checked the burns and examined the blood. “I’m afraid not. He would have suffered for a bit… maybe even minutes.”
“That’s a solid amount of time for him to leave a clue.”
“That’s a large assumption,” Uslar pointed out. “Actually… hold on. Look at his arm and eyes.”
Looking down, I failed to understand what Uslar was talking about. “What about them?”
“His gaze and arm point in the same direction. Look.” Uslar pointed at the desk.
Shadow-Walker and I walked over to it. “Check the back side,” I told him, checking the front of it. Standing up, the top of the desk was level with my chest. I couldn’t see Shadow-Walker from the other side. “Shadow-Walker, see anything?”
“Nota, just drawers and shelves. There’s nothing in or on them.”
“This desk looks like it hit a growth spurt… taller than any desk I’ve ever seen,” I noticed.
“Now that you mention it, I can’t even see over the top.” He stood up. I barely made out his reddish brown, bald head over the top. His half-horns, or stumps, peeked centimeters above the top of the table.
“You mentioned drawers?” I asked him.
“Righto.”
“Can you pull them out of the desk?”
“I can give it a go.” He bent back over.
Thud!
I heard a slam as the first drawer hit the floor. Then another and another.
“James, you won’t believe this.” His voice rang with excitement.
On the other side of the desk, I looked at the space where the drawers had been. With the three drawers removed, the space left was large enough for a boney to fit into. Inside the space was a ladder that led below the warehouse. Darkness seeped through the rectangular hole in the floor.
“What is it?” Uslar asked.
“A basement!” I answered. “Narrisa, help me with this.”
I gripped the bottom of the desk. She walked over and gripped the other side. Together we forced the desk off the floor. Nails and parts of the floor snapped up with the desk. Now the hole was twice the size, allowing enough room for Narrisa to fit through.
“So… uh… who’s first?” Shadow-Walker grinned and eyeballed each of us.
“I’ll take point.” I slid down the sides of the ladder.
Inside, I couldn’t see further than half a meter, with the only light coming from the hole. It was the kind of darkness that made the scenery look like an old-fashioned photograph; everything was a shade of grey. Shuffling and creaking sounds bounced around the basement walls, as if an animal were present. I lit the brightstone light on my rifle and peered around. Storage devices lay atop a table in the back. Old communication equipment was scattered in pieces across the work bench in the middle. Next to the devices, a few plasma weapons lay gathering dust. The rest of the basement was cluttered with junk and scrap equipment. I walked across the basement as everyone slid down to join me.
“This place looks untouched,” Uslar said, jumping with joy.
“Uslar, Shadow-Walker, snag all the intelligence you can off those storage devices.”
“This is awesome.” Uslar couldn’t contain his joy. “I love secret lairs!”
“Righty,” Shadow-Walker responded. He then froze in place. “Do you guys smell that?”
“Nope,” I said. Narrisa and Uslar both shook their heads.
More shuffles and creaks resonated around the basement. “I know you heard that.” Shadow-Walker sniffed the air.
“We did. But the whole building has been making those noises.” I swept my light around the room.
“Righto… but that smell… it smells like a boney.” He raised his scout rifle and swept it around the wall closest to the ladder. “Maybe more than one,” he whispered to himself.
“Shadow-Walker, take a chill pill. There’s a dead boney right above us,” I said, trying to calm him down.
“James, there isn’t rotting flesh scent mixed in with this smell.”
He crept over to the side where he was pointing his rifle. Understanding him immediately, I pulled up my assault rifle and crept right next to him. Narrisa joined, right on our rear.
“Uslar, stay there,” I instructed, keeping my full focus on the wall.
We inched closer and closer to the wall. Scrap metal, loads of large equipment, and crates of supplies were pushed against the wall, hiding close to every centimeter of it. More shuffles and creaks echoed. This time, I could make out its origin. It came from right behind the crate in the corner. Suddenly, something small bolted toward the ladder, followed by another. Immediately, I recognized what it was and tackled Shadow-Walker to the ground. His rifle went off but missed. In turn, Narrisa used her shield and body to cover the ladder, stopping the beam’s ricochet from hitting the two individuals at the bottom of the ladder. Never had I seen Narrisa move like that. She pulled them both down to her side and comforted them. They were children, barely out of their toddler years.
“James, how did you know?” Shadow-Walker asked.
“That you would shoot? I’ve always known you have an itchy trigger finger.” I pulled him up.
Narrisa knelt down on both knees, now only centimeters taller than the older of the two children. She leaned her shield against the wall and removed the gun from her arm. Reaching up to the back of her head, she pressed a button, releasing her helmet. She removed it, revealing her tough yellow skin and glowing orange pupils. Small spikes that resembled stiches followed her spine to the top of her head.
“Hello..what might your names be?” She talked in a mother-like way I’d never heard from her before.
Neither child responded. Both looked around the room, mostly watching Shadow-Walker, whom hovered next to Narrisa. Tears streamed down their faces. Their arms and legs trembled. They were scared, and neither felt the courage to move. To top it off, their clammy skin outlined their muscles and exoskeleton, indicating some level of malnutrition. Also, both of them were taking shallow breaths, likely suffering from a mild case of dehydration as well. Shadow-Walker stepped closer, and they jumped back.
“Shadow-Walker, give us some room!” Narrisa snapped, pushing him backwards.
Stunned, Shadow-Walker left and joined Uslar. I kept the same distance away, watching in fascination at this new side of Narrisa.
“Narrisa, try using your cyberwatch to translate. They may not have render chips yet,” I suggested.
She removed her cyberwatch and placed it on the ground, ready to translate her native tongue into theirs. “Hello, what might your names be, sweethearts?” Her maternal tone returned.
The oldest whimpered, “Horana.” She was a female dytirc. “This is my little brother, Tielo.”
I decided to take a seat and slowly scoot closer to them, trying not to frighten or intimidate them. “I promise the bad man over there won’t lay a finger on you.” I pointed to Shadow-Walker. Horana smiled.
“Hey, pal. Who are you calling bad?” Shadow-Walker called from across the room.
I shushed him with my finger. “Would you care for some water to drink? You both look thirsty.” They nodded their heads, so I pulled out an unused water bottle from my pouch. “Here.” I gave the oldest one the bottle, and they shared it with each other.
“What might you two be doing down here?” Narrisa asked.
“Hiding from the bad men. They came here to hurt our daddy. I think they want to hurt us, too.” Horana started to tear up.
“All is well, sweetheart. I’ll keep you safe from the bad men. They won’t get in here.” Narrisa reached over, hugging both of them for a minute. “Are either of you hurt?”
“No,” both answered, snuggled safely in Narrisa’s arms.
“Would you feel up to answering some of our questions?” Narrisa asked them.
“Are they about the bad men?” Horana whispered.
“Only a few questions are. Can you can be a big girl for us?” Narrisa placed her hand on Horana’s shoulder.
“Yeah,” she responded, showing signs of improvement.
“Are you absolutely sure?” Narrisa asked.
“Yeah.”
“Do you know why the bad man were here?”
“Our daddy said they were looking for something. He told us to hide in the secret room while he handled them.”
“Do you know what they were looking for?” I asked.
“No. Daddy never said.”
“Uslar, how’s it coming over there?” I called over.
“None of the storage devices has any data. I’m about to check the last one now.”
I then noticed the boy, Tielo, had something in his pocket. “Hey there, Tielo.” He looked up at me. “Do you have something in your pocket?”
“No.” He looked at the ground.
Narrisa lifted his chin. “All is well. You’re not in trouble. I promise.”
He pulled out a storage device and handed it to her. “Uslar, here.” She tossed the device to him so he could inspect it at the workbench.
Narrisa pointed to their left arms. “Look, James.”
I looked at them, then back to Narrisa. “That’s a military mark. It’s not the same as the one on Larno’s or--” I pointed to the dead dytirc upstairs in an effort to keep their father’s death hidden from the children.
“Military!” Shadow-Walker exclaimed.
“Horana. The man who told you to come down here, was he always your father?”
“No.”
“When did he become your father?”
“When our mommy died, he took us. He told us he was our daddy.”
Leaning over, I whispered into Narrisa’s ear, “That wouldn’t be possible. The children always go to the same tribe the father’s in. If they were that man’s kids, they would have the King Tribe’s markings. Possible kidnapping?”
“Agreed,” she whispered back.
“I hate to be the guy to bring this up, but they’re Military Tribe. They’re our enemies,” Shadow-Walker floated the idea.
“Are you suggesting what I think you are?” Narrisa’s stare pierced through the air and locked onto his eyes. His stare dipped from hers and onto mine.
“I’m just saying, the male will grow up to be a killer, and the female will give birth to killers. I’ve had experience with situations such as these when I worked as a mercenary. It often bit me in the ass.”
“I’m with Shadow,” Uslar added. “Something must be done.”
“No, no, NO!” I spluttered. “Stop dodging around what you’re really suggesting.” I got up and walked over to them. “Narrisa, turn off the translator.” I waited until she did before sneering, “You’re suggesting we dispose of these children?! Children?!”
Shadow-Walker and Uslar shrugged.
“You will not get close to them!” Narrisa threatened both Uslar and Shadow-Walker.
“Like hell,” I confirmed it. “You know why? Because I said so, and I’m the captain! This is not a matter I intend to discuss, and no… it’s not open for it either. They’ll come with us, and that’s final! Nod if you understand.”
They nodded and stared at me as I walked back over and took a seat. Neither knew what to say. They exchanged confused glances and eventually got back to work.
“I’ve never seen you shut down others’ opinions like that,” Narrisa observed. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“I don’t,” I shut her down. “Their opinions are wrong. That’s all.”
Talking about murdering these children brought back my dreadful childhood memories. Because of my abusive father, I’d always had a soft spot for children in distress. In some silly way, it was like looking into a mirror of my past, which was why I would never want my childhood experiences to happen to another child.
“What now?” she asked.
“Keep talking with them. I’ll contact Erryn,” I told her. Narrisa proceeded to narrate the children a story. Meanwhile, I pulled out my cyberwatch. “Erryn, see about finding a place to land the Striking Star. We came upon a discovery and won’t be flying back to the ship. Instead, we’ll meet you at your ship. Did you get all that?”
“Clearly,” she said, with a twinge of attitude. “I’ll send you coordinates once they become available.”
“Uslar, can you pilot Larno’s ship back to his residence and meet us back at the Striking Star?” I asked.
“Sure, Captain.” There was some disapproval and leftover surprise mixed in that response.




Chapter 18: Know the Land

October 23, 2111
James Stone
After the prolonged hike through the putrid lands, we finally neared the location of the Striking Star. Horana had her arms wrapped around Narrisa, while I carried Tielo on my back. Thanks to Shadow-Walker, we kept out of sight of the small population of dytircs around this area.
Erryn’s ship was parked in a scrap yard. The area was enclosed by a high, decayed clay wall topped with broken glass and razor wire. The two wooden and torn up gates hung open. Everything of any value had been stripped away. Mountains of faulty devices, torn up wood, rusty iron, and various other trash surrounded the ship. The stench was assaulting my nose. I didn’t need much motivation to rush through the atmospheric doors. That’s when exhaustion caught up to me. Like a stampede, each nerve sent waves of fatigue to my brain, but I just shoved the feeling away.
Inside the ship, I meet with Erryn. “Would you mind lending the two little ones a room?”
“As long as someone keeps them out of trouble,” Erryn said with a disapproving sigh.
“Narrisa will gladly take on that responsibility.”
“What do you plan on doing with those kids after the mission? You can’t just take them back with you.”
“Better there than here.”
“Best be careful, then. Whether they’re kids or not, they’re dytircs. I have a feeling that alone would be enough for many soldiers in the ARW to attack them. Many did lose friends and family to their species, after all.”
“I’d bet my left arm they wouldn’t make it through us. Anyway, that’s a problem down the brick road. Let’s keep our heads on what’s in front of us. I think it’s time we go and get that code from Larno,” I suggested.
Erryn placed her hand on my arm. “I can handle that. You should get some sleep like the others.”
“Not sleeping comes with the livelihood sometimes. It’s just the worm in the apple. Anyway, I want to get his take on those children.”
“Whatever. Don’t expect me to drag you back to my ship if you collapse.”
Following Erryn, we strolled off the ship into the scrap yard. A gust of cold wind sent the foul smell through my nostrils. “Damn, it smells like burnt feet and ass here.” I covered my nose as we walked. “Atmospheric doors are God’s gift at times like these.”
“My mask filters out the bad smells,” Erryn said, laughing at my expense.
The smell started to disappear as we got farther away from the mountains of garbage. We weaved through alleys of abandoned structures, stepping through puddles of black water and dodging the occasional fecal matter or trash pile. Encrusted in the cracks of the rotting wood, two-headed worm creatures nibbled at the bark. I almost gagged at the slick brown ooze surrounding the creatures.
“This place sucks like a hooker in a car! Why did the prison have to be here instead of… I don’t know… anywhere else?”
“Sometimes, getting dirty is a good thing,” Erryn flirted once again.
After half an hour of trudging through mud and weaving through the ravaged structures, we made it to Larno’s place. His residence was tiny, consisting of four rooms and one window. Like the warehouse – and damn near every other place around – his place was made from thrown together wooden panels, iron slabs, and rusted nails. Every crack and hole in his place was simply covered with more wood. Pools of water and dead grass surrounded his home. Larno owned an ungie beast and some local livestock, which he kept in a pen. Inside his place, he didn’t have much - only the necessities. Lucky for us, we would continue to live in comfort on the Striking Star.
Larno was asleep on a compressed rocking chair he’d thrown together with wood and a mattress. Erryn wiggled his shoulder until he awoke.
“It’s time for us to talk,” she said.
“Oh, yes. What did you find in the warehouse? Was my warrior still alive?” Larno remained relaxed on his rocking chair.
“I’m sorry to inform you, he was killed,” Erryn answered.
“That’s terrible. I-- That’s--” There was sorrow in his voice and expression. “At my age, I’ve experienced so much loss that I no longer have the tears to shed. I… I asked him to gather intelligence to help the Fallen Tribe. They’re our neighboring tribe and single ally. They have more warriors than I do, and I’m just too old to help. I figured if anyone could make use of the intelligence, it would be the Fallen Tribe. That’s why I asked my only remaining warrior to take on such a task. Tell me, did you happen to find the intelligence?”
“Of course,” I said.
“I suppose it would benefit you two more than the Fallen Tribe.”
“We stumbled upon something else as well.”
“What did you find, James?” Larno asked, his eyebrow raised.
“Did you know your warrior had children in the warehouse?”
“Children? I can’t say I’ve ever heard this news. My warrior never bred with a mate that I know of. If he had children, he would have told me. It’s… it’s preposterous.”
“Are you calling me a liar?” I asked, annoyed.
“No, I just can’t believe it.”
“Our prevailing theory is that your warrior snagged them,” I stated.
“You think my warrior kidnapped them? He… wait. I remember he told me he accidentally killed a mother… saying she walked in on him while he was stealing some devices and startled him. He told me she had kids in the other room. I assumed he got rid of them, so I never asked about the kids’ fates. Those children must be from that mother!”
“That clears up that mystery.”
“What are you going to do with them?” Larno asked, concerned.
“Provide them with a proper home.”
“Honestly, that may be best for them. It’s better for them to grow up on an ARW planet than as monsters in the Military Tribe.”
Erryn was surprised by his response. “I thought you would have wanted to take care of them?”
Now Larno was the one who was surprised. “Me? No, I’m too old. It wouldn’t be right for them to grow up in a destroyed tribe like mine.”
“It’s for the best,” I agreed.
Erryn asked, “Larno, you promised us the codes to disable the planet shields.”
“Yes. Here you are.” He pulled out a slip of worn, tan paper from a pocket on his torn clothes.
I tapped Erryn. “We have what we need. We should dip out.”
“Sure, sweetie,” she said with a laugh.
“James, wait.” Larno reached out to grab my arm.
“What is it?”
“There’s one more thing you should know. Have you ever heard of Steion?”
My pulse elevated, and I clenched my fists at that name. “I have. What do you know about him?”
“There’s a formidable chance he’s at that prison.”
Erryn jumped in. “Why? Wouldn’t a warlord have other things to do?”
Larno’s wry laugh wasn’t amusing. “‘Other things’ isn’t Steion’s job. He’s a torturer. Spent years doing that… even before the war. It fits that the Wersillian Legion would have him continue that practice.”
“And where did this info come from?” I asked.
“Steion used to be a part of the King Tribe… my tribe. When he got his powers, he considered himself too powerful for us and went off to create his own tribe. He proclaimed war on us, and many of my warriors suffered slow deaths at his hands. Later, before the war happened, his tribe merged during the Great Amalgamation. I guess the propaganda spread around was too convincing for him to refuse. He--”
I cut him off, “Propaganda? The ARW says the lycargans united the dytircs. That’s what led to your Great Amalgamation, didn’t it?”
Larno burst out laughing. “The ARW says… the lycargans--” He continued to laugh.
I wasn’t amused. Erryn didn’t understand either.
“Larno, cut the horseshivf. What propaganda?”
Larno finally stopped laughing. “James. The lycargans were a part of the Wersillian Legion before us, yes… but they didn’t unite us.”
“Then what did?”
“I have no clue,” he answered.
“What do you know?”
“James, you must understand this about us dytircs. We were scattered, overpopulated, and ungoverned. It was a hard life. All we had were our tribes. Then one day, some mysterious individual starts spreading propaganda… claiming there was a way for us to thrive, and we were offered a journey… a great journey. This mystery person claimed we could live in peace throughout the galaxy when this journey was finished. Many tribes loved the idea and joined. That was the Great Amalgamation, where millions of tribes merged into one Military Tribe. Harashishi… to this day, I don’t think the dytircs even know exactly what this great journey is.”
My heart skipped a beat. I wondered what kind of individual had that kind of influence to turn power-hungry dytircs into followers.
“What do you know about this mystery person?”
“The thing is, James, next to nobody saw the individual. My guess… the mystery person was the first Warlord of Virtue. After the Great Amalgamation, I stopped hearing about that person.”
“Well, un-mother-fracken-believable. This whole damn time, the ARW had this wrong. This is the kind of info that shifts perspectives. I must get this out.” I pulled out my cyberwatch.
Erryn stopped me. “You can’t send that out now! You could risk the ARW finding our location. Just give it a few days. Maybe an opportunity will present itself.”
I flexed my jaw. “Very well. But you have to do something for me first.”
“What?”
“Check with some of your contacts. See if they can corroborate this ground-shaking piece of information.”
Erryn sighed. “Okay, I will. But for now, James, we need to focus on our mission at hand. Look, if Steion is at the prison, our mission just got more difficult.”
“Only if he’s hunkered down in there. I mean… he may not be,” I assured her.
“Doesn’t matter. We have to plan as if he’s there.”
I sighed. “Very well. Let’s head back to the ship and start spitting ideas for attacking the control station.” Erryn nodded in agreement.
Through the slums and ghetto, we passed through more alleys. As we trekked a few hundred meters away from Larno’s residence, back into the trash heaps we went as we maneuvered through the King Tribe’s territory. Erryn followed my steps, and I continued the trip back by hopping and dodging mounds of garbage.
“Don’t move, or I’ll blow your head right off!” I heard a voice say from behind us.




Chapter 19: Nightmare

October 11, 2111
Malcolm Richardson
Malcolm shot out of his bed to a booming noise passing over the house, sending the covers flying off the queen mattress as the house stopped shaking.
Earthquake!
No, wait. This isn’t right, he shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be in this house.
Malcolm, drenched in sweat, took a quick peek at the other side of the mattress; nobody was there. This was all wrong.
Malcolm slid out of bed, and his head seemed to turn upside down. He was dizzy, and everything was blurry. Stumbling and falling, he rushed out of his bedroom and into his living room. Fire was everywhere, feeding on the furniture of the house and licking the walls like a mad dog. Smoke clouded his vision further, and he gasped for each dry, smoke-filled breath as the heat baked his dark shin. He fell again to the sounds of plasma fire outside. Victims screamed in the distance from the neighborhood outside his home’s walls. Despite his lungs screaming for him to give in to death, he managed to pull himself up. He could nearly taste the burning wood of the house on the roof of his mouth. He peeked through the window: More fire in the distance, roaring with town-destroying fury. Shadows and silhouettes of distant people ran and flailed their arms in terror as they fled from dytircs. Some fell, never to get up again. Streaks of plasma screeched through the air. Some passed in the distance, and others blasted through the walls of his home.
Finally, he made it into the next room. The lights were off, and a fire ate at the curtain shades. In the corner, another shadow stood there, looking down.
“She’s dead!” her distorted voice repeated over and over again.
Stumbling around, he made it over next to the shadow. The image burned into his memory, forever scarring his existence.
“You didn’t protect her!” the distorted voice whispered. “You let her die!”
Screaming, Malcolm shot upright after a sudden, violent awakening. His mattress was drenched in sweat, and he was hyperventilating. Realizing it was a nightmare, Malcolm began to calm down, letting his breathing slow. After letting the darkness of the room to soak in, he forced himself up and walked to the bathroom. Bearon’s cargo ship wasn’t designed for comfort, so the bathroom was small and condensed, leaving little room to maneuver. Inside, Malcolm stared back at his reflection. Turning on the water, he scooped up the refreshing liquid and splashed his dark-skinned face. Trying to rid himself of exhaustion, he rubbed the running water over his brown eyes and down his cornrows. Drops plopped down his neck, sending shivers down his spine.
For the next few minutes, Malcolm could only think about taking a sip of something refreshing; so, he headed to the lounge area for some ice water. Through the darkness of the lounge, he could see no farther than his hands. He refused to turn on the lights and possibly wake up people; instead, he proceeded to the Magic Meal to dispense the water into a cup.
“Couldn’t sleep, Bozz?” Malcolm recognized Brad’s voice.
After filling his cup, Malcolm turned to see Brad’s armored boots on top of the table in the corner. Brad was leaning back in the chair, with his helmet over his lap. With his knife, he scratched into his visor. The shadows of the room hid his facial features from Malcolm’s view.
“Another nightmare,” Malcolm responded as he sat down across from Brad.
“Same one?”
“Yes, it was.” Malcolm massaged his face with his hand.
“Wanna talk ‘bout it, Bozz?”
“Thought you didn’t like talking much?” Malcolm said, looking up at Brad.
“Nah. But I don’t dislike listenin’.” Brad didn’t look up from his activity.
“I can handle it,” Malcolm responded. “What about you? What are you doing awake?”
“Don’t sleep much no more.”
“I didn’t know.” Malcolm sipped from his cup.
“Ya didn’t need to.”
Brad finally looked at Malcolm across the table. A flare from a dim kitchen light flickered and revealed Brad’s eye. Malcolm could make out a cross tattoo on Brad’s light-skinned face, with his blood-red eyes at the center, before Brad looked away. Over the next few minutes, Malcolm watched as Brad skillfully slashed away at his helmet. The knife moved in fluid strokes around the visor; it was Brad’s canvas.
“Why are you scratching into your helmet?” Malcolm asked him.
“Carvin’.”
“Carving what?” Malcolm pushed, unsatisfied with the answer.
“Ah tribute mask. My adoptive dor’o father tol’ storiez ‘bout dat shit. Kind of pissed me off actually… dat dick.” Brad retreated into his memories. He stopped speaking and went silent.
“And what’s a tribute mask?” Malcolm pried.
“My father rambled ‘bout ol’ traditionz from hiz gang in da past… da mask waz one of ‘em. Said shit like… it waz supposed tah be somethin’ yah wear when yah kill your rivalz. Well… da hell I know?”
Malcolm couldn’t keep Brad’s attention, so he stopped asking him. Boredom set in, and Malcolm reflected on his nightmare.
“I reckon I heard some voices.” Bearon strolled into the room. “What y’all fellas doin’ awake?”
“Sleep issues,” Malcolm answered. “You?”
“Omelics don’t hit the hay as much as humans.” He took a seat in the only remaining chair. The dim room light cast shadows over his face, hiding most of it from Malcolm’s vision. “I supposin’ we should talk business, Malcolm?”
“I got nothing better to do,” Malcolm answered.
“Mighty fine. Now that our deal is certain, would you care to elaborate on Erryn Wolph?”
“Erryn Wolph is aiding a squad of five individuals trying to travel to Delkeedo. Once she’s there, I theorize there’s a sixty-five percent chance she’ll help those individuals break out someone from the Grando. Afterwards, she’ll be their escape plan. Once we arrive on the moon, I’ll personally help you find out where Erryn will be and present you with an opportunity to capture her. Is that all clear?”
“Clear enough. I look forward to showin’ Erryn what’s what.”
“That bartender mentioned you carry a personal interest in Erryn. What did he mean?” Malcolm took another sip from his cup.
Bearon pulled out a few bullets from his utility belt and stood them up on the table for Malcolm to see. Carved into them was Erryn’s name. “These bullets got Erryn’s name on ‘em.”
“Clearly.”
“That bitch shot down my brother in cold blood… her own father. Now it’s time for justice to be dispensed, and I’m gonna give it to her… just a matter of time.” Bearon pulled out a cigar and lit it.
“That explains her bounty.”
“It’s far more than a bounty to me. Posters say she’s wanted alive. I may have a second opinion on that. You wouldn’t mind, would you?”
Malcolm shook his head. “No. It would make my job easier.”
“Much obliged.” Bearon took a smoke. “Speaking of such, what is it you got planned anyhow?”
Malcolm had had a generous amount of time to go over everything Brad retrieved and started turning it to his advantage. Tribes, the territories, schematics on the prison; all of it.
“First thing first, Brad found us a gem. Somehow, the Immortals discovered a frequency that, when used, can alert us to the location of Erryn Wolph’s ship once it activates its stealth drive. I’ll have Brad help you install a device in this ship that can use that frequency to do just that.”
“Look forward to it. Where do you reckon she’ll land?”
Malcolm pulled up a map of the area of interest from his cyberwatch. “Between the Fallen and King territories is a scrap yard. I place a sixty-one percent chance they land there… it’s hidden away, not too far from the Grando, and most importantly, they won’t have to worry about patrols. Then again, if they take a riskier approach, they may choose the open field just outside the prison. I place a twenty-four percent chance on that option. In any case, we’ll know for sure and adjust accordingly. What’s more important is that we know their targets… first they’ll raid the shield station, then the prison.”
“Sounds to me like you got it all figured.”
“I do need to know how you plan on smuggling us onto Delkeedo?”
“In a cargo crate. I’ll unload y’all at a cargo yard three kilometers out yonder from the Grando. Any more questions?”
“Don’t they check the crates?”
“Hehehe, not at that area. Them dytircs consider the place too low-risk. Hell, it sure ain’t a pretty sight to look at. Might even consider it a graveyard with them worthless tribes. At the very least, they left quite a supply of deserted structures for us to use.”
Malcolm zoomed closer to a structure that was still mostly intact. “Already got one picked out.”
“Hehe, there ain’t never a dull moment in the life of a bounty hunter!” Bearon put out his cigar and smiled. “Erryn, your reckoning draws near.”
“I, for one, can’t wait to make the legionnaires a prime example of what happens to those whom cannot be true soldiers. We are the nightmare they never dared to dream.” Malcolm smiled at his brilliance.




Chapter 20: Bugged

October 22, 2111 – October 23, 2111
Malcolm Richardson
Through the metal, Malcolm could vaguely hear the distant chatting between Bearon and an unknown individual. Pitch black darkness and the steady breathing of his fellow squad mates tapped at his nerves. He breathed in heavy breaths against the clear, hard-glass visor of his helmet. Malcolm forced his anxiety and fears back for the sake of the mission. Having on his suit of power armor added a sense of security to his psyche. But was it enough to overcome his nightmares?
The voices grew louder as Bearon and the unknown individual approached. Malcolm could start to make out the conversation. “--the crates sent over to their buyers within the week,” the unknown voice said.
“Mighty fine news, but if you don’t mind, I’ll give my crates one last look over. I like to triple check them, or customers may ask for my head,” Bearon tittered.
Amused, the unknown voice said, “Of course you can. I’m about to finish my rotation right after all these crates are loaded. You can do it then.”
“Thank you kindly,” Bearon shined.
“This the last one?” the voice asked, next to the crate in which the hunters were hiding.
“I do believe so.”
Suddenly, the crate housing the hunters was lifted up and began moving horizontally off the cargo ship. Through the crack, Malcolm saw a multitude of crates stacked atop one another. He didn’t have to wait long before their crate was placed on top of two other crates toward the edge of the cargo yard.
After about a minute, Bearon instructed over the coms, “You’re good to get stepping onward. I’ll meet you at the base of operations shortly.”
“I understand,” Malcolm replied. He lifted the inside handle, which Bearon had installed, and gave the door a shove. It popped open. “Vaal, grab our cargo bag,” he instructed before dropping down to a second crate below them.
Leaping again and again, Malcolm plopped into the muddy ground. Soon, Brad and Vaal were right at his sides. Ahead of them, the clearing led into the Fallen Tribe’s territory.
“Let’s head out. Brad, take middle, and Vaal, cover six.”
Malcolm led them past the short clearing of mud and into the dumpster of buildings. Through the sludge and puddles they trekked, heading for the King Tribe’s territory and toward a building Malcolm had already picked out. Maneuvering through the crowd of deserted, wooden structures wasn’t easy. Each step sent them sinking into the mud and puddles. The power armor’s added weight made each step even more exhausting.
The dwarf sun was setting, the deserted buildings slowly extended their shadows. It wasn’t going to be long before the last rays of light would be taken away. Down an alley, they reached a structure that had collapsed in on itself. What a tragic place to live. Seeing this region gave Malcolm insight into his enemies, and insight he’d failed to see in the past.
Malcolm stopped and picked up a piece of wood from a collapsed structure. The moldy wood crumbled in his hand, and the splinters fell onto a toy doll - one a dytirc child would have played with. It reminded him of his own past, of his own daughter.
Beep. Beep.
The sound snapped him back to reality. “Malcolm! Bearon’s ship has picked up Erryn’s ship! It just entered an orbit around the planet.”
“Damnit! We have to hurry and get the gear set up before they land. Brad, instruct Bearon to monitor for a link between two ships. If Erryn has a source, this will give us the location of that source.”
“On it, Bozz.” Brad got on his com.
The hunters picked up the pace, forcing their way through the slug and mud that resisted their advance. After a few minutes of hiking, Malcolm could hear voices around a corner. They were whispering too low to make out words.
“Brad, take that corner over there,” Malcolm said, gesturing to the opposing building.
Suddenly, down the alley two dytirc men started walking toward them, unaware of their presence. Malcolm caught a glance of their faces. His mind raced, and he blasted back into his nightmares. Flashes, images...smoke in his lungs...he could barely breathe. Whispers, shots screeching through the house...exhaustion took over.
“She’s dead,” a distorted voice whispered. “You let her die!”
“Malcolm!” Vaal whispered, tugging at Malcolm’s armor, pulling him back to the present. “What’s the plan?”
Trembling in his armor, Malcolm was at a loss for words. Fear took over, and he couldn’t keep his muscles still. Too late – the dytircs walked into view.
Brad took matters into his own hands. Springing out from behind cover, he kicked up the left dytirc’s weapon and spun around, tripping the other into the mud. Stunned from the hit, the dytirc standing couldn’t react to Brad as he jabbed him to his knees. With his arms firmly wrapped around the dytirc’s neck, Brad twisted it. The dytirc’s spine cracked, and he fell to the ground. Vaal joined and stomped on the chest of the dytirc in the mud before he could scream for help. As a maelkii, Vaal had no problem letting her weight do the work. The dytirc’s ribs were crushed, and the dytirc exhaled his final breath. 
Furious, Vaal turned to Malcolm. “What happened?”
Malcolm couldn’t look her in the eye. He knew he was supposed to be their leader, but he was scared shivfless of the dytircs. “I, um, I--”
Brad cut Malcolm off. “Da Bozz can handle it,” he answered for Malcolm.
“What if he can’t handle it? We’re on a dytirc moon. What happens when another comes along?” she queried, unconvinced.
“That’z what I’m here for,” Brad said with a sharp tongue. “We ain’t here tah dick ‘round wit’ bitch-azz dytircz. Shit, we’re here tah find uz some legionnaire azz tah kick.”
Malcolm put up his hand to instruct them to stop and listen. “It’s time to move.” Vaal wasn’t pleased; however, she held her tongue, and they continued through the rest of the Fallen Tribe’s territory before entering the King Tribe’s territory. “Malcolm,” Bearon called in, “just like you predicted… Erryn had herself a contact. Sending you the source location now.”
“Acknowledged,” Malcolm responded. “Brad, split off and bug that location.” Brad took the next turn. Vaal followed Malcolm as they headed toward the location he had picked out.
Vaal sighed. “Okay, I want you to be truthful with me, Malcolm. What happened back there?”
Uncomfortable, Malcolm rubbed the back of his neck. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he lied.
“That’s not the truth,” she grunted.
“It’s the closet you’ll get to it,” Malcolm retorted.
“I’m beginning to see why I was placed on your hunter squad.”
“Why was that?” Malcolm rolled his eyes in annoyance.
“Because someone has to challenge your stubbornness. I mean, I thought I can be stubborn – but you, Malcolm, are in a league of your own!”
“Keep talking, and I’m sure you’ll break me into submission soon,” Malcolm growled sarcastically. “All you’re being right now is a nuisance.”
“Spoken just like my peers from grade school.”
“Really... I must congratulate them on being correct.”
Vaal took offense to this, as if Malcolm had pushed just the right button. She snapped and even gave Malcolm a shove. “Oh, and I’m sure you were just Mr. Popular in school. I mean, what are you doing… why act like a walking douche?”
Her insults didn’t faze him. Malcolm knew what he was and didn’t care what others saw. “I’m what the mission requires of me: A soldier. That’s what I’ve always been, and that’s what I always will be.” Malcolm turned to see Vaal was still hurt by his remarks. He understood he had to maintain a pleasant relationship with her to have optimal performance with the mission; so, despite not wanting to, he coughed up the words, “I apologize. I know I can be stubborn and strict, but I do what I do for the mission. Can you understand that?”
Vaal’s shoulders lifted, and she gave a bit of a smile that read forgiveness. “I can.”
On the next turn, the building Malcolm was looking for was in sight. It was tucked away against three other buildings, all in better shape than most of the other structures. One entrance, just the way he liked it, was hidden behind a dying shrub. The hunters ducked under the low wooden doorway and entered the trashed structure. Thin rays of light seeped through the cracks and spaces between the dark-boarded walls.
“Let’s begin.”
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
Vaal manned the listening station, gathering all she could from the bugs placed all around Erryn’s ship and Larno’s residence. She’d just relieved Malcolm from his shift. Throughout that day, they’d monitored their equipment, with nothing to show for it. Brad had left the building for some patrolling; he always dreaded staying in one place for extended periods of time. Malcolm had James Stone’s files out, rereading some of his missions. Bearon was working on his aim.
“I’ve got something!” Vaal shouted in joy as she nearly jumped from her seat. “James and Erryn found intelligence on the Grando last night.”
“Is that it?” Malcolm asked. Vaal held up her hand to shush Malcolm. Bearon and Malcolm awaited the news. “They also found… two children.” Vaal shrugged at her words, as if not fully believing she’d heard that right.
“Children? Interesting.” Malcolm wasn’t sure what to make of it either.
“Oh… here we go. James and Erryn are headed back to the ship to plan an attack against the control station. Is this our play, Malcolm?”
“No, we need more of the legionnaires together. Let’s wait until they decide to raid the control station. According to Brad’s schematics, it’s an easy place to ambush them while not alerting the dytircs.”
“Aye, aye. I’ll keep listening.” Vaal placed her ear buds back on.
Bearon tapped Malcolm’s shoulder and shook his hand. “I do believe this is where we part ways.”
“Are you sure?”
“I reckon so. I have to take this shot while I still got it.”
Malcolm extended his hand to Bearon. “Good luck. Remember, don’t underestimate James.”
Bearon shook hands with Malcolm and headed to the crumbling door. “I ain’t plannin’ on it.”
After Bearon left, Vaal asked, “Do you think he’ll succeed?”
“I doubt it, but we don’t need him to.” Malcolm shrugged. “He’s played out his use to us, and if he manages to kill Erryn, that would only be a bonus.”




Chapter 21: Taking Control

October 23, 2111 – October 25, 2111
James Stone
“Don’t move, or I’ll blow your head right off,” the voice of a stranger repeated.
Whipping around, I saw another omelic holding a revolver behind Erryn. She didn’t move and held her hands up. He walked closer to her and placed the barrel on her back.
“I reckon you stay over yonder,” he said with an off-brand, jumbled mix of a western human and traditional omelic accent.
“Who the hell are you?” I asked.
He ignored me and pulled out some cuffs. Meanwhile, Erryn winked, and as soon as she heard the jingle from the cuffs, she spun around.  The mystery man’s gun went off, but Erryn had already redirected the gun away from her. She held on to his arm, and both of them fought for the gun. I took this chance to run over to help, but before I got there, the man kicked her off him and aimed at her leg.
Another shot rang out, this one deflected by a deployable stasis shield Erryn dropped in-between the two of them. She tossed up a stasis coin and shot at it. At its current angle, the coin deflected the bullet toward him, but he sidestepped before the shot went off.
As I approached, he fired at me. I took shelter behind the shield with Erryn.
Click!
The sound of an empty mag - his mag. I grabbed my hand pistol off the mag lock and aimed around the shield. Bearon dropped smoke pellets, and I lost sight of him. I fired anyway As Erryn got back to her feet.
“Christ, what does this jack-hat want with you?” I questioned Erryn but received only a blank stare.
Out from behind a nearby pile of debris, the omelic stood up and pointed his revolver at us, holding us at gunpoint again. We were now at a standstill.
“Howdy, Erryn. I reckon you’ve gotten quicker since our last tussle,” he said with a chuckle. Despite the conflict at our hands, the man keep a light-hearted tone - almost like a bellhop greeting a welcome guest. This actually made me feel uneasy.
Erryn taunted him, “You seem familiar...didn’t I kill you someplace before?”
He placed his offhand to his heart. “I’m hurt. You don’t remember your wild Uncle Bearon?” he responded.
“Just the bad stuff.”
“Uncle?” I questioned Erryn but was ignored.
“I never much liked you either, but I’m gonna give you one chance to come with me. Call it a late birthday present.”
“And you can take that present and shove it!” Erryn shouted.
As if he was pleased with her response, a massive smile spread across his face. “I tried being reasonable… but I’m glad you didn’t take it.”
I jumped in front of Erryn and ignited my stasis shield just as he began unloading bullets at us. Too bad I wasn’t quick enough to aim the deflected bullets back at him.
Erryn looked at me. “How about you circle around the building on our left? I’ll hold up here.” She dipped to the safe side of the deployable shield.
“Very well.”
I dashed backwards and turned the corner of the caved-in building, disabling my shield to move faster. Around the third corner, I peeked out; Bearon had posted up against the wall, shooting down the alley at Erryn. Aiming around the corner, I fired and missed. Instantly, he threw down more smoke pellets. From the gray smoke, bullets fired into the wall behind which I took cover. I ducked and plunged my hands into the thick mud to avoid fire. This time, I popped on my shield and plodded toward Bearon’s last location.
Passing through the smoke, I saw both Erryn and Bearon engaged in hand-to-hand combat behind the deployable shield. I had no shot. Erryn dodged his knife and landed a jab at his crouch.
“Whoa. I know that hurt.” I grinned between my teeth.
Bearon somehow managed to catch Erryn’s leg as she tried to roundhouse kick him in the face.
“Aagh… son of a--!”
She screamed in pain. His knife had penetrated her leg, and blood squirted and gushed out. The wall of the nearby structure was painted with crimson stripes. In pain, Erryn plopped into the wet mud, back-first. I picked up my pace, activated my stasis shield, and scrambled onward. Bearon noticed me and fired more rounds in my direction, but my shield deflected them.
“Damn!” Bearon cursed as one bullet grazed his arm. Thinking fast, he tossed a proximity mine to a wall on my side. Just at that moment, I turned my shield toward the mine, and without warning–
BOOM!
A powerful shockwave blasted me back into the opposite wall, and shrapnel scattered all around me. I dropped to the muck and sludge, gasping for sweat oxygen.
Erryn managed to evade the explosion by sliding to the other side of her shield. However, she was in a firm battle with pain. In spite of this, she tossed up three more energy coins and fired at each one. As Bearon came at me with his knife, one bullet hit him in the leg and he tumbled down. With my legs, I flung him back toward Erryn. With the wind still knocked out of me, I pulled myself up and turned toward him.
Erryn was already hunched over Bearon, holding her gun to his head. “Payback’s a bitch, and so am I.”
She fired. His head flung backwards into the muck, and he was no longer a threat.
I spurted over to her. “We need to haul your ass back to Uslar so he can give that knife wound a major polish.” She pushed me off and tried walking herself, only to stumble. Before she hit the ground, I caught her. She tried to push me off again. Not letting go, I stammered, “Stop! This isn’t an I-can-walk-it-off scenario. You need to let me assist you.”
“I can handle myself,” she insisted, continuing to fight me.
“Not when you’re leaking blood like a broken faucet. Simply put, if you don’t lean on me, I’ll be forced to carry your ass back myself. Is that what you want?” She stopped and let me help her.
After setting a new record for the slowest time between each step, we finally made it back to the ship. “Uslar!” I roared.
Erryn and I were halfway through the hangar before Uslar paced through the door. As soon as he noticed Erryn, he rushed over and helped me.
Erryn’s head was hung over. Her legs and arms had gone limp under her weight, and she was now completely dependent on me to move. Erryn’s eyes shut, and she was dancing in and out of consciousness.
“We’ll put her down in her room,” Uslar told me as we entered the main lounge. “Valiic, grab the medic bag,” he commanded as we walked to her room.
We moved her to her bed and laid her down. Valiic returned with Uslar’s bag. Uslar pulled out some alcohol first. He opened the bottle and splashed a bit over her wound.
“Aaagh!” Erryn bellowed in pain.
Next, he tossed me a belt. “Use that to slow down the bleeding.”
I wrapped the belt around her thigh and pulled, only enough to slow the blood flow in her leg. Uslar pulled out a needle and thread. Like a professional, he slid the thread in and out of her flesh repeatedly to close her wound. After stitching together Erryn’s leg, he taped peric fiber over his handiwork. The material was strong enough to keep her wound closed and protected while remaining flexible.
After that crazy experience, I sauntered back into the lounge and let out a sigh of relief - one that felt like a load had been lifted off my shoulders. Shadow-Walker was rolling around on the ground. The two dytirc children were attacking him in a playful manner. He swatted at them as a mother cat swats at her kittens and laughed as he pretended to be helpless under them.
“Looks like you got your hands full, Shadow,” I teased.
From under the children, he replied, “They’re not so bad, James. I have to say, you were right about them.”
Smiling, I now felt better about the day. Something about children’s laughter chased away the galaxy’s troubles. I flopped down on the nearest couch and gathered some long-deserved sleep.
⁕⁕⁕⁕⁕
After a couple days to recover from our last encounter, we’d gathered around in a circle in the loading bay of the Striking Star to go over the final plan. Shadow-Walker was the last to enter.
“Righty, what’s the plan?” Everyone except Erryn and Narrisa was present.
Pulling up the two-story-tall control station blueprints, I began. “As we speak, Erryn is waiting on the roof of the control station, giving us real-time information on the position of the guards. As you can see, there are eleven guards on the top story; nine are sleeping soundly, and three guards are stationed on the first floor. Stage one is a fine and simple takeover. Erryn will make the communications array go bye-bye and then sneak through one of the second story windows, where she’ll make sure those guards never wake up again. Meanwhile, we’ll be sitting on our asses, waiting for her go-ahead. I’ll then kick open the front door, and we’ll overrun the first floor guards. Once the enemies are down, Shadow, you’ll power down the shields. Do I hear any questions?”
“What about Narrisa?” Uslar asked.
“Narrisa is staying with the children,” Valiic answered for me.
“Any more?”
I waited; not a sound, so I pulled up the blueprints for the Grando Military Prison. They showed it as a multi-level complex over the top of a cocoon-shaped cavern, which was home to all the prison cells and surveillance systems used to monitor everything that happened in those cells.
“Very well. Stage two is a bit more dangerous. With the shields down, we’ll burst through the gates and create a distraction for Erryn to enter the prison from the top of the hangar and sneak inside the cave cells to extract Landis. Once she has Landis, we book it to the Striking Star and spit in the mud as we leave Delkeedo. Now, if everyone is combat-ready, give me a nod.”
Everyone nodded, and we marched out, geared up and ready. Outside, a sudden rain storm drenched us in seconds. Every step was cumbersome. Each rain drop felt like a sharp prick in the freezing night. With those conditions, it was hardly a night for an attack. Unfortunately, with Erryn’s inconvenient injury, we were already on borrowed time and couldn’t risk borrowing any more.
“The lords are just pissing on us tonight. This is never a good sign, James,” Shadow-Walker complained, swiping water off his face.
“Our mission never was. From the beginning, we were neck deep up maggot creek with our mouths wide open. So, let’s finish today with a thrust and carry our collective asses out of here successfully!”
Valiic cackled, “James, you sure have a way with words. Ever consider poetry?”
“Maybe when hell hits its ice age,” I smirked.
After a long and dragging march, we got in position. Each of us lay prone in the cover of a hill. Up at the top of the control station, Erryn disabled the communications array and vanished into a window.
After moments of waiting in the ice cold rain, Erryn made contact. “It’s clear, James. But there’s something else.”
“Something else?”
“The guards, they… they didn’t look like they were fit to be… well, soldiers. I-I don’t like the looks of this.”
“If there is a trap, we’ll have to spring it. Simply put, my squad is the bait anyway. Might as well wear the role proudly.”
“I’ll see you soon, then?”
“You beat your ass.” I turned around and shouted, “Attack!”, and we all dashed down the hill, straight toward the control station’s doors.
I was in the lead, Shadow-Walker and Uslar at each of my sides, while Valiic held the rear. The door burst open after I kicked it in. The three guards spun towards us, and each met a shot from one of our weapons. Just as Erryn had stated earlier, these dytircs weren’t the standard grey, bulking, four-armed beasts we knew; these were thin, weaker in every sense of the word. Hell, I might even say they looked malnourished.
“Shadow-Walker, time to shine. Do your magic.”
He hopped the railing and took a seat at the terminal. “Shouldn’t be a problem.” We spread around him and waited. “James, according to this, all the prisoners in the Grando are omelic, with the exception of one human.”
“Landis,” I whispered.
“No…ah, James, that isn’t my point. Why only omelics? Why--”
“Save it for another time. Shields,” I instructed.
He deactivated the shields using the code given to us by Larno. “Done.”
My senses flared, and my eyes widened. Instinct took over, and I reacted in the nick of time to activate my shield as multiple shock projectiles zapped towards us from various directions.
“Incoming!” I roared, but the damage had been done.
I deflected one projectile using my superior reflexes and dodged another; however, my squad mates weren’t as lucky. Only Valiic remained conscious. Out of sheer luck, he turned at the right moment to block the shock with his shield. Suddenly, two explosions blew out the windows. My mind raced for answers, but the results rattled me to my core.
“James Stone, you are absent without leave. This is your one chance to come home peacefully,” a voice announced.




Chapter 22: Ambush

October 25, 2111
Malcolm Richardson
Only a few hours ago, the hunters had eavesdropped on the legionnaires’ plan and were ready to counter. With the rain pelting their armor, they waited for the legionnaires to make their move. James’s plan to attack the station by brute force was so predictable, it was laughable in Malcolm’s mind. Stone’s idiocrasy made it a breeze for Malcolm to come up with a simple and sweet counter plan: Trap them inside the control station and take them down using shock rifles. Unfortunately, shock rifles had a limit of two shots before needing a reload, and the hunters only had a magazine each; however, Malcolm had planned for this. He counted on the fact that one, maybe even two, of the legionnaires would remain standing – and that was when the fun really began. It would give Malcolm the chance to make an example of this squad to show all aces that what makes a military great aren’t some overloaded, in-over-their-head super beings. No. What makes a military great are soldiers willing to put everything on the line and follow the orders given to them.
“Attack!” Malcolm heard James Stone’s voice in the distance.
Every member of the 1070 Legionnaires, minus Narrisa, burst through the doors. Malcolm signaled for his hunters to follow. They flitted behind the legionnaires, out of sight, until they reached the station.
Once the legionnaires were inside, Malcolm signaled to his unit to take their positions. At one of the windows, Malcolm planted a breach charge and waited. Vaal posted up next to the door, and Brad went to the opposite window. They were ready.
As the legionnaires’ guard lowered, Malcolm spoke over the intercom, “Three, two, one. Fire!”
Malcolm let loose his only two shots in-between the bars of the window. One was deflected by James Stone’s shield, and he dodged the other. “Just as I thought,” Malcolm said with a snicker. Over the com, he said, “Form up.”
With a click, Malcolm detonated the breach charge and stormed through the window, tossing his stock rifle in the process. As he closed the distance, he shouted, “James Stone, you are absent without leave. This is your one chance to come home peacefully.”
The hunters now surrounded James and Valiic. Malcolm took out a dor’o shock grenade and held it up. James Stone turned his attention to Malcolm.
“Who the unforgiven mercy are you?”
“Malcolm Richardson. That’s Brad Swift, and over there is Vaalima Stoox.” Malcolm pointed to each person respectively. “We’re the 51 Hunters and have been assigned to bring you in. Come back peacefully, and we can offer you a fair trial.”
James’s stare was fixed on Brad’s finished tribute mask. Its sharp yet elegant design sent shivers down Malcolm’s spine. To an enemy, it could be the last image they saw before Brad killed them. After moments of staring at Brad’s visor, James turned his gaze back to Malcolm. Malcolm knew James would never admit it, but James couldn’t hide that look. James had recognized Brad from someplace before.
James clenched his fists in rage and shouted fiery insults at Malcolm. “Did your mother drop you on your skull, or are you just a few bricks short of a load? I’m in the middle of a mission, and I don’t have the luxury of wasting time clowning around with you empty-headed numb-nuts.”
His insults pissed off Malcolm. “Your mission was finished when you let Steion escape with Landis! Now, stop this idiotic crusade. Final warning!”
“The only way you’re going to stop me from finishing my duty to Landis is by killing me.”
“Then you leave me no choice. Brad, now!”
Both Brad and Malcolm threw a shock grenade at James’s feet. In less than a second, it discharged.
“ERGH-AAGH!”
James stumbled to the ground, but to their surprise, he remained conscious. Malcolm figured James had only a seven percent chance of overcoming that kind of energy; so, the fact that James was able to overcome that could mean Malcolm had underestimated James’s potential. No matter. Percentages wouldn’t mean anything anymore. Now was the moment when everything Malcolm had trained for would be put to the biggest test.
“Impressive. That was enough to take down four maelkii,” Malcolm said.
James used the nearby chair to help himself to his feet. “Valiic, ha-handle Vaalima. I’ll ta-take care of these two.” Valiic engaged Vaal in combat. She was more than prepared for it.
Malcolm charged at James. “That power armor set won’t make you strong enough to spare with me!” James mocked.
“That’s why I brought him!” Malcolm barked as Brad charged from the other side.
Brad was the first to meet James in combat. James popped on his shield and blocked Brad’s first blow, sending him skidding backward. Malcolm was next. Faster than his eyes could follow, James kicked Malcolm’s foot out from under him, sending him rolling into a holographic projector. James then bashed him into the floor, cratering the area around Malcolm’s body. The power armor’s shield took the impact but was dangerously low from that massive strike.
“Damn! You’re stronger than I imagined,” Malcolm grunted.
Malcolm stumbled back up to see Brad and James at it again. Brad threw a hook, but James ducked under it and launched a body blow into Brad. Swiftly, Brad slammed his fist down, knocking James’s hand down and away. He then kicked Stone’s leg and sent him to his knee.
Brad sent Stone down to the floor with a hefty jaw punch. “What’z da matter, Stonewall? Yah look almost az pissed off az me!” Brad mocked.
From above, Brad slammed his fist to the ground, missing James as he rolled toward Malcolm. Malcolm was now back in the fight. He hopped over James, but James kicked back to his feet before Malcolm could make a move. Brad sprinted over to Malcolm, and they were now on the same side.
“You think it’s that simple, don’t you? Follow orders, and life ticks on, right?” James’s lip had busted open from Brad’s earlier jaw punch. “Wrong! We live with our mistakes, and I’m simply choosing to correct mine,” James stammered.
Brad and Malcolm charged at James. He dodged Malcolm’s first punch while blocking Brad’s body blow with his shield. Swiftly, James dropped to the ground and spun, tripping Malcolm. Brad jumped over him, flipping and letting loose a kick to Stone’s gut. James anticipated it and used his shield to send Brad upward. Brad landed on his feet, and Malcolm was up again, ready to attack. Brad pulled his shotgun off its mag lock and used the butt to block Stone’s swing. Malcolm drove himself into James, but he was too strong. He picked Malcolm up by the stomach and tossed him towards Brad. Brad ducked under and continued his assault.
“I can’t let you win.” James blocked another punch with his shield.
“I’m tired of dat damn shield in my face!”
Brad kneed the bottom of the stasis shield up, exposing the source. Using the shotgun, he fired directly at the source and disabled the shield while making sure not to hit Stone’s arm. Malcolm sprang back into the fight. Now Brad and Malcolm shared a side again.
“Bozz, watch yah azz!” Brad warned Malcolm.
Malcolm turned around to meet a massive bear-hug. A badly battered Valiic tossed Malcolm into the railing and bent the bars around him. Malcolm tried to wiggle out, but he was stuck.
“Now’s your chance, James!” Valiic howled before Vaal grabbed him and tossed him backward. Now those two warriors were back to fighting each other.
Malcolm struggled but couldn’t break free. Frustration swept over him as he realized he was no longer in control of the situation. Malcolm watched as Brad and James sized each other up, trying to devise a strategy to win the brawl. It was now a battle of man versus ace.
“Brad, you should just throw in the towel now. With your comrade down for the count, I have the advantage. I’m faster, stronger… you can’t stand at my level.” James spat some blood to the floor.
Brad responded with a smug snicker. “Don’t yah worry ‘bout my azz, Stonewall!”
Almost nobody knew Brad like Malcolm. What James didn’t realize was that Brad was relentless in the most extreme sense of the word. Every motion and decision Brad made was calculated to exploit weaknesses in his opponents. To Brad, combat was art - an art he’d perfected. If the devil were real, Brad would be the guy they’d send to kill him.
“Brad, just shoot his knees! We only need to bring him back alive,” Malcolm commanded. Brad didn’t budge.
James looked at Malcolm with rage and disappointment. “You would dare suggest gravely wounding a fellow soldier?!”
“You aren’t a soldier; you’re a runaway! Brad, take the shot!”
“Nah, Bozz. Da son of ah bitch could’ve shot your azz ah few timez over, but he refused. For dat, he haz earned respect,” Brad argued.
Before Malcolm could retort, Brad hurdled a shock grenade at James. James quickly ducked, but Brad was on him in a flash. He leapt into the air and landed two kicks into James, who tumbled to his back. Brad threw his fist to the floor, just missing Stone’s cheek as he rolled away. Stone kicked up and met Brad’s next few blows with blocks. Brad stepped back and just stared at James through his visor. You could feel the intimidation radiating off Brad as he had James on the defensive.
With no warning, Brad made a sudden jolt at James, who flinched in response. Brad snickered and said, “Made yah flinch.” He was playing mind games with James.
“Is this a game to you? There are real lives at stake here, and you stand there trying to toy with me!” James spluttered. It was clear to Malcolm that James was rattled by Brad.
That’s when Brad made his move. With movements and strikes that could only be described as art, Brad let his superior hand-to-hand combat skills break James down. For every blow James blocked or dodged, he met an even harder strike. It was as if Brad knew which of his strikes would connect and which wouldn’t. Battered with bruised hands and a black eye, James didn’t let his willpower fade away. He kept going, fighting as if he were on the brink of death. Just then, Brad downward-punched James in the jaw, sending him face first to the hard floor.
Brad stood over James. “You’re more fun dan I thought, Stonewall. But like all da shit dat iz fun in diz galaxy, you will only last so long!”
James spat streaks of blood to the floor and forced his body up to its feet. James met Brad’s gaze as he stood inches from Brad’s visor. “Hah, I can do this all day,” James lied.
Blood ran down James’s nose and right temple. His arms and hands were different shades of red from his wounds. Each moment, he swayed ever so slightly. Brad’s power armor proved that James could take only so many blocks and punches from veridium plating.
This time, James took a swing at Brad’s helmet. Brad back flipped to his hands and kicked James back onto his ass before pushing back to his own feet. James was spent but forced himself back up again. Taking some mercy on him, Malcolm reiterated his offer.
“James, this is your last chance to come home peacefully. We can stop this fight, right now.”
James smiled with blood-laced teeth. “You still don’t get it. I will complete my mission, whatever the cost.” In some twisted way, James’s words hit Malcolm deep in his core beliefs. Malcolm was amazed at James’s courage; he seemed to be running on willpower alone.
With those words, Brad charged at James and tore his defensive maneuvers to shreds. Using his shotgun as a blunt weapon, Brad wailed on James. Out of sheer luck, James managed to land a blow to Brad’s side and sent him sliding backwards, but this only made Brad snap and unleash his most brutal attacks. James just about took every one of them, but Brad finally whipped his leg around, tripping James. Brad then proceeded to catch Stone’s foot before James hit the ground and tossed him in the other direction.
James landed hard against the rails next to Malcolm and coughed up blood. James stumbled around, struggling to get up; this gave Malcolm the chance to drop a stock grenade. The furious electricity sent James to his hands and knees, screaming and grinding his teeth in pain. James was drained of energy. Blood covered every visible part of his skin, and he remained conscious on will alone.
James spit blood onto the ground. “Is that the best you can do, you blind sheep?”
With all his intensity, Brad hurled his kneecap into Stone’s jaw, knocking him out. Brad then came over to Malcolm, and they both were able to pull the railing back, freeing Malcolm. Out of the corner of his eye, Malcolm saw the battered Valiic on the ground. Vaal was next to him, barely able to move. Both had rendered the other immobile.
“Brad, go secure Erryn’s ship. We’ll use that to haul the legionnaires back to the Tempest of Titans,” Malcolm commanded.
Brad slinked outside. “On it, Bozz.”
“Vaal, when you can, let’s get the legionnaires restrained.”
She gave Malcolm a nod as he helped her up.




Chapter 23: Costly Mistake

October 25, 2111
James Stone
I woke up restrained in a chair. Around my ankles and wrists were veridium and shield-based power cuffs, designed to keep me glued to the seat. Pain hit me like a truck, and I could feel everything throbbing like a fast heartbeat. All the same, I could barely gather my vision as my ears rang like the vibrations of clinging metal. I tried twisting my waists and ankles from the restraints, but it wouldn’t give; my flesh would only impale itself against the restraints the further I pushed. I slowed my breath and relaxed my senses, ready to face whatever the situation might be.
After my vision returned, I could see I was still in the station. “You’ve awoken sooner than I predicted.” Malcolm Richardson sat up from the rails.
“What did you do with the rest of my squad?” I asked, struggling to get out of the restraints.
“In the next room. Once Erryn and Narrisa are accounted for, we’ll be on our way back to the Tempest of Titans. There, you will face trial.”
My body screamed at my brain. I felt like I was on fire. The multiple lacerations around my body made it hard to concentrate. “You should have killed me. I will get out of this, and when I do, not even largest, thickest wall is going to stop me from saving Landis. I must finish my mission. Do you catch my drift?”
He steamed over to me and howled with a voice as sharp as knives. “No, James, I don’t understand your drift. What is it with your desire to save one person at the potential cost of all your soldiers? What if you or your teammates gets captured? Worse yet, what if someone dies?”
“Then he or she would die for their family. But hah… you wouldn’t know such a feeling. All you hunters do is sit around until you’re ordered to hunt fellow comrades. Soldiers like me… like my family… put our lives on the line every mission, and your only purpose is to interfere with that,” I sneered. “Life must be simple for someone who follows blind leadership. Only do what you’re told, and everything is bright the next morning, right?”
“It’s called loyalty. You’re not a soldier, James! When a true soldier is told to kill, he kills. He doesn’t question why. He doesn’t mourn the fallen. He fulfills his role, then moves on to the next. You should have moved on, James. Now I have to deal with you.”
“That philosophy only lets you shift the blame to someone else. It’s an excuse not to take responsibility for your actions. At this point… this far, we don’t stop! We don’t go back! We’re at war, and retreat means we lose… we lose Landis! Is that what you want?”
“Of course not! She was my wife!” Malcolm blurted out before he realized what he’d said. He took a deep breath. “Bringing Clover back has crossed my mind. But a soldier’s orders outweigh his emotions every time.”
I was dumbfounded. “What kind of game are you playing? Landis said her husband died.”
He snickered, and a tear formed in his eye. “Is that what she said? She always was harsh.”
“Landis said she was young and dumb when she married her husband. She told me she joined the war because it was exciting, saying her marriage died when her husband didn’t support her decisions,” I claimed, trying to get to the bottom of this.
“Clover would say that. You see, James… she joined the war for revenge, not excitement. There’s no doubt in my mind she believed she was fighting for a cause. Then again, she never really could tell herself the truth after what happened.”
“Go on,” I pushed for answers.
“Before the war, I was a simple soldier. But as a soldier, you sometimes have to cross the stars to go away for missions. I never used to be scared of battle… even though others were. The first time I was scared was on the trip home. I’d been married for a year by then, and I knew I had a daughter waiting for me at home. I… ah, I missed her birth, and… it sucked, to put it lightly. On the trip back, I just kept thinking God was going to pull the rug out from under me. After what I’d seen… what I’d been through… it just seemed like the only possibility. But the star ship landed safely, and despite my gut feelings, I took the long way home. I wanted more time to think about what I should say. Then the car stopped and I was outside our house. We lived outside the jurisdiction of the ARW while we waited for our home back on Earth to be built. I walked through the door. Clover was inside but had no idea… huh… no idea I was home. I walked into the kitchen, and there she was… preparing milk for our little one. Finally, she turned and saw me. The bottle hit the ground… tears fell from her eyes. Shivf, I was worse. Here she was holding me up, squeezing me so tight, I thought I was going to bust a rib. Huh… I was a rubber-faced clown… cried so much. That’s real, James… that’s real. Next thing you know, she pulled me into our daughter’s room to see her for the first time. There she was in a crib… flower-patterned clothes and a blanket covering her. I could have sworn my daughter smiled at me in her sleep.” At that point, Malcolm couldn’t contain himself. He let the tears fall. “You ju-just can’t even understand it. How does something that beautiful come from me? I… I wanted to hold her, but I was scared. Clover begged me to, but I just couldn’t. Then it hit me, all at once. In that moment, I felt how tired I was… so… so damn tired. You… you ever been that kind of tired, James?”
Malcolm looked at my face. He knew I understood. “Yeah,” I answered. Hell, I was that kind of tired at that moment.
“So you understand, I just couldn’t do anything. All the things, I… huh, I couldn’t take my wife to bed. Too tired even to drink a damn beer. But Clover… she looked at me. She begged me to hold my daughter.” Malcolm paused for a moment to wipe away his tears. “I should have done it. She begged… God, she begged. I said no… Daddy’s too tired, understand?” At that point, I felt a tear drop down my cheek. “I told Clover I’d hold our daughter the next morning. I promised her… I… ah, I never thought that for my daughter there was never going to be a tomorrow. The next hour… God, that fracken hour… I held my daughter’s lifeless body in my arms! She was… my baby girl was only three weeks old. It was the day the dytircs made their first attack in this war, and my home was collateral damage. That day was the last day I’d ever see Clover the same… and the last time she ever saw me the same. We changed… she joined the military… and I the hunters. We both dealt with our daughter’s loss in our own ways.”
Using my shoulder, I wiped away my tears. “I didn’t know.”
“How could you know, James? Understand this, James: You don’t ever want to experience losing the people you love and care for like that. Come back with me. Don’t risk losing your squad.”
“I can’t do that. We’re family, and we’ll do anything to save each other,” I said softly.
“Then you leave me no choice!” Malcolm put on his helmet and picked up another shock grenade from the table.
From the very depths of hell, I heard, “Come outside, with your guns above your heads! We have the whole place surrounded and a lot to talk about!” The voice was outside the control station. It was Steion’s. “You have three minutes, or your beloved captain will die!”
“Damn! Steion is here! How did he--” I paused and pieced together everything: The fragile enemies guarding the station; Malcolm’s arrival. “You’re a dumbass. Let me guess, you used listening devices to piece together our beautifully crafted plan to raid this station. That’s how you knew where we were.”
“Correct.” Malcolm wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong.
“Did you leave it on?”
“Yes.”
“You can’t leave on those devices when the enemy has signal detectors all over these forsaken lands. This is their home system, for Christ’s sake. Did they never teach you standard military procedure, or did you forget that while trying to ruin my day?!” I shouted. Malcolm didn’t know how to respond. “Look, you have to release me. I can rattle the ol’ noggin and figure a way out of this.”
Malcolm just stared at me. “James, remember how I said Clover and I had different responses to the day our daughter died?”
“I do, why?”
Embarrassment reddened his face. “I haven’t been able to face dytircs since that day. Each time I see one, flashes from that day render me petrified.”
“Well, your mistake gave us no choice! This fear of yours is waiting outside the door. Now, you can either let it control you, or you can grab it by the ball sack and face it head on! So choose, and while you’re at it, unlock the damn restraints!” I cursed and shook around in the chair.
Malcolm stared at me. “I… I can’t. You’re my mission. I have to bring you in.”
“Listen to me, and listen closer than you ever have. If you don’t, we die… you die! You sat there, and you told me not to risk losing my squad. Well, Malcolm, you’re about to lose yours.”
“How do I know you won’t turn your back on me the moment you get the chance?”
I smiled. “Hell, you already know the answer to that. Malcolm, you’re a detective… hell, one of the top. At this point, you know the only way you can get me back is to let me go and kill Steion.”
He nodded and unlocked the restraints. “What do we do?”
Thinking for a second, I asked, “Is everyone in the building?”
His eyes brightened. “No, Brad is on his way to secure Erryn’s ship. He hasn’t reported back yet.”
“Contact him!”
Over the intercom, Malcolm said, “Brad, status report.”
He reported back, “I jus’ finished restrainin’ da maelkii bitch here.”
“Look, I have a light bulb hanging over my head. But you have to tell Brad to follow my words,” I instructed.
“Brad, there’s been a setback. Follow Stone’s instructions.” Malcolm swept over channel access to my cyberwatch.
Once I had access to the channel, I contacted Brad. “Brad. I got a real mission for you.”
I told Brad the plan. Although my plan wasn’t full, it was something. Brad was just going to have to figure out the rest on his own.
“I love some sweep n’ creep.” Brad beamed with excitement after hearing the plan.
“Ground warfare is Brad’s specialty. He’s ranked number one on the ARW’s list of most dangerous ground troops,” Malcolm assured me.
I looked at Malcolm. “Holy hell,” I said before contacting Erryn and feeding her the pieces of the plan in which she played a part.
“Copy that, sweetie.”
“Sweetie?” Malcolm raised an eyebrow.
“It’s a long, stupid story. Don’t get your mind in the trash.” I sighed. “Now, we’re going to do what Steion says at the moment. I have an idea, and it’s going to require some Hail Mary luck. I just hope Steion knows his traditions.”
After everyone’s restraints were removed, I led the way outside, with my guns over my head. Steion was at the helm of dozens of dytircs and a few honor guards. Fighting sure wasn’t on the table.
“Line up so I can see each of your faces,” Steion commanded.
Our squad lined up and knelt in the wet mud as rain poured on our backs. We set our weapons down, and the bonies took them. Landis was slouched over at Steion’s knees. She was badly beaten. Her cyberwatch was missing, and she struggled to stay up. She spotted Malcolm and mustered enough strength to smile.
Landis used the last of her strength and yelled, “Artifacts, tell Kalvin they--”
Steion pulled the trigger, sending two shots to the back of her skull. Landis fell instantly.
“NO!” I screamed, slamming my hands to the wet mud. Tears formed, but the rain storm hid them.
“You dick! I’m going to kill you!” Malcolm hollered in anger.
For an agonizing few seconds, each member of my squad broke. Just like that, our mission was a bust as a family member was smote before our very eyes. She was gone.
Captain Clover Landis was gone.
“Wonderful. Now I have your attention,” Steion howled with a cynical laugh. “Unfortunately for what’s-her-name here, we’d more than made use of her.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?!” I screamed in anguish.
Steion shivered in anticipation. “I love it when tempers flare and tensions are high. It really brings out the fun in our conversation. What do you think, James?” Steion walked in front of me. I spat at him, but he teleported behind me and kicked me down. “Get up!” he snarled. I did as he said, and he kicked me back down. He then translocated back in front of me. “Don’t try that again, James, or I’ll put another one of your soldiers down.” He walked down our ranks before asking, “Now, which one of you is the leader here?”
Nobody spoke. Steion continued down the line, looking at each one of us. He passed everyone before returning to me. I looked him directly in the eyes with pure hatred. I tried to come off as strong as possible, despite my body’s weakened state.
“You sure have spirit. If I were to make a guess, I’d say you were in charge, James?”
“You’re damn right!”
He studied me with piercing eyes. “I’m going to need you for later. You see, I’m going to put that spirit of yours to the test, James. What do you say… let’s play a game?” I didn’t respond, so Steion continued. “You see, whatever you do… no matter what, you do not come into my place of birth and treat me like the villain. I’m not! Even a moron would understand that.” He looked around our group. “Listen up! Let me explain something to you… all of you. When my warriors tell me we have a group of ARW soldiers planning to raid our prison… possibly killing many of us in the process, I think… terrorists!”
I interrupted him, “It’s a war, dumbass.”
He snickered. “War. That’s where we’re similar. Two men on two different sides. It is said you can’t stop a war. War only ceases for a moment in time when one side has an advantage. Would you say I have the advantage, James?”
“For now.” I looked him straight in the eye, imagining his death.
He looked away and strolled through the ranks again. He then stopped at Malcolm, who kept his eyes glued to the mud. He shivered and trembled, and not because of the cold rain. I could tell he was struggling with his phobias.
Steion crouched down and sniffed. “I can smell the fear on this one. Cowards don’t deserve to live.” He put the plasma handgun to Malcolm’s head. “I wonder how many shots the shields can take before I can kill you.”
“Try and find out.” Malcolm lifted his head. He trembled, but I could see him fighting to look the warlord in the eye.
Somewhat impressed, Steion stood back up. “That’s more like it!” He patted Malcolm on the shoulder. “Now I’m going to kill one of you tonight! And--”
Valiic interrupted, “You already did!”
Steion laughed. “That was a mere appetizer of what’s to come! You see, she had nothing to do with this. You guys had balls to come here; she was forced. And now you’re going to pay for it! James, this is where I need you. You make the decision. Who’s it gonna be? Who do you want me to kill?” He strolled around, looking at each of our faces. “On second thought, I want to make this shivf last.” Now in front of Shadow-Walker, Steion asked, “How did you guys get here?”
“We hired someone to drop us off,” Shadow-Walker half-lied.
Unsure whether to believe him or not, Steion pressed, “And where is that someone now?”
“Gone. We paid them to take us here, that’s all,” he lied again.
“Either you’re a good liar, or you’re telling the truth. No matter. Hand me his weapon,” Steion instructed his honor guards. Inspecting the weapon, he teased, “My… my, you have created yourself a beauty. I always wanted a custom weapon for myself. Oh well, I might just settle for yours.”
Next in line, Steion looked down at Valiic. “Would you like to know what I think of your species?” Valiic just looked around at us in unease. Suddenly, Steion teleported behind him. “The weakest areas on a maelkii are the neck and lower back, right?” He slammed the butt of Shadow-Walker’s scout rifle against Valiic’s lower back. Valiic winced and groaned in pain. Steion teleported back in front of him. “That’s what I think! Your species pretends to be warriors, yet you fight for morals… a false sense of honor. Dytircs are proud! We fight for power, like a true warrior should. Maelkii are nothing but wannabes.” Steion spat at Valiic’s knee.
He walked around, stopping at Uslar. “You look like you have something in your eye. Here, let me get that!” He knocked Uslar face down in the sludge. “Now, don’t give me that look again!”
Finally, Steion arrived at Vaalima. “And you… wait… are you with him?” He pointed to Valiic. She shook her head no. “Are you sure? I distinctly remember hearing my warriors say something about children, and you and him are the only two here that could make that happen.” There was silence. “No matter, I sent some warriors to find and deal with them,” he said with a laugh.
“NO! You dirty, arrogant prick.” I stumbled up and tried to tackle Steion.
He soon put me down in the mud and snarled almost like a vicious animal. “Get back in line!” His lackeys forced me back to my spot. Once I was back in line, he continued. “Don’t any of you do that again! I will shut that down fast!” He gazed over us. “I get it. It’s an emotional moment, so I’ll give you that. The first one is free, but if anyone else gets off that mud, I will feed your eyeballs to the ludens here!” Steion walked up to me, looking pleased with himself. “Sucks, doesn’t it? The moment you realize you can’t do a damn thing. It’s time to decide, James. Who’s it gonna be? Who am I gonna kill?” He continued to walk around, waiting for an answer. “Come on, we don’t have all day! It can be him,” he pointed at Uslar, “or her,” he pointed to Vaalima.
“Me!” I answered and thus began my plan.
All the dytircs surrounding us began whispering amongst themselves. Steion’s expression shifted from enjoyment to choleric. In rage, he kicked at the mud before marching back to me, yelling, “Either you’re simply brave, or you’ve heard some of our old traditions. Whatever the case, it won’t matter. Stand up and step over there.”
My wounds had started to heal, but I was still in intense pain. Using my hands, I forced myself up. Every joint was stiff, and every muscle ached. I made it to the area he instructed. The crowd of dytircs formed a circle around me, giving my squad mates just enough room to see me.
Steion spoke. “James has opted to sacrifice himself for his comrades. He’s earned himself honor and therefore has earned the chance to defend it. Set by our ancestors of the past, we’ll continue their tradition and uphold a Duel of Honor. Who would like to face him?”
In the front, a tall, muscled boney stepped forward. “I will earn my honor by defeating a worthy foe in this Duel of Honor.”
Steion bawled, “Now, get them both knives!” From the crowd, someone tossed me a knife. My opponent pulled out his own custom knife. Cheers and hollering ensued as my opponent lunged at me.
Stepping to the side, I dodged his first swipe. Quick to recover, he swiped at me again. This time, I blocked it with my knife and jabbed him in the side. Relief took over. I was happy to be hitting flesh instead of power armor like before.
“AWW!” he howled in pain.
Stepping back, he was shocked at my strength. Luckily for him, I was in pain and therefore didn’t end it with that blow. He soon lunged again, this time trying to shank me in the gut. I shoved his arm away and kicked him backwards, then spun my knife around, catching the blade and tossing it. It pierced my opponent right in his heart. His blood oozed out of the wound, and his body splattered in the wet mud.
Furious, Steion walked over and kicked the dead dytirc’s body before blustering at me, “You may have bought you and your comrades some time, but it won’t matter! Every one of you are going to the Forlorn until only one is left!” He tossed Shadow-Walker’s scout rifle to one of the guards. “Put that in the armory with the rest.” He then instructed his honor guards, “Take them!”




Chapter 24: Last Words

October 25, 2111
James Stone
Suspended by thick, metal wire, the Forlorn was dark and gloomy, with a single flickering light in the corner. Thick fluid pooled up in the valleys of the glass flooring. We were in a box of glass too thick to break in the center of the cavern of prison cells for all to see. In view through the glass were countless omelics starved of water and food, each with a dull gaze as they looked upon us. We were on display. The air was full of a foul smell - an unsettling mix of waste and rotten flesh. Recently, a guard had tossed a rusted knife to the floor.
“Welcome to the Forlorn,” Steion yelled from the hatch in the ceiling. “Here, all but one of you will die. The last remaining person will be treated to all the water and food he or she desires. I’ll leave you all to it.” He laughed before closing and locking the prison door.
After Steion and his warriors left, Uslar began to sob from the corner. “I-I ca-can’t believe Landis is gone.”
“We can’t afford to shed tears on that matter yet.” Heartache pulled at my voice. I pushed aside the image of her falling lifeless to the mud. “Landis would want us to survive with our heads up high, and that’s the best way we can honor her. I’ll also personally see to it Steion makes an appointment with death.”
“Right on, I want that bastard dead,” Shadow-Walker chimed in, stretching uncomfortably against the rough glass walls.
“What do they want us to do in here anyway?” Malcolm said, tossing up his hands.
“They want us to fight to the death until one person remains. As hunger and thirst set in, we may start to go mad… that’s the point anyway,” Uslar said.
“They’ll be disappointed,” Valiic added. “None of us would fall that low.”
“We won’t give them the chance to find out. I set a plan in motion to get us up and out,” I said with a grin.
“What plan?” Valiic asked, almost comfortable with our given situation. He leaned his back against the wall, with his legs crossed in an almost meditative state.
“Erryn is going to pilot the Striking Star inside the hangar with Brad and Narrisa aboard. I gave Brad a route to use to get us out of here.”
“Are you sure this Brad dude can handle it?” Shadow-Walker asked, itching at his back.
“Give him time, Shadow-Walker,” Malcolm explained. “Brad is the type of man who gets jobs done… no questions asked, and without remorse.”
“Sounds like a badass!” Uslar’s eyes lit up.
Vaalima threw in some concerns. “I just can’t help thinking: What if Steion managed to destroy the ship? Steion said he sent men find the children which could lead them to the ship.”
“Don’t toss around negativity, Vaalima. Put Brad and Erryn in the same pot, and you’ve got one hell of a deadly combination,” I assured her.
“I hope you’re right. And by the way, James, call me Vaal.”
“Very well, Vaal.”
“I really can’t handle this smell anymore.” Shadow-Walker had his nose covered as he flipped from position to position. “If you mixed year-old cheese and dirty socks together, it would only smell half as bad as this.”
“Probably part of the torture,” Valiic suggested.
“Nothing like a headache-inducing smell to send you over the edge,” Uslar agreed.
Whispering to Malcolm, who was next to me, I asked, “Are you going to be fine and dandy when we finally play war with the bonies again? I’m going to need your skill set for later.”
“I’m doing better,” he responded. “All this adrenaline has helped push my fears away.”
“That might be the first fine news I’ve heard today. I’m going to need you to help me fight Steion.”
“What? Wouldn’t you rather have Brad?”
“Brad may be the best fighter I’ve ever seen… damn, did that kid serve me up my own ass today… but Brad will be needed in the hangar, defending the Striking Star. No doubt, once we begin our attack on Steion, the bonies will do everything they can to stop us. You, on the other hand, have an eye made for the fine details. With luck, you may be able to find a weakness to Steion.”
“I’ll… I’ll do my best,” he responded with a half-assed promise.
Boom!
A ground-shaking explosion sent chunks of the boulders crashing down from the top of the cavern. The Forlorn shook and bounced as some boulders crashed against the glass ceiling, creaking it in the process. The smoke cleared. From a newly made hole at the top of the cavern, Brad tossed down a stasis rope and frag grenade.
“Get down!” Malcolm shouted. Everyone ducked and held their heads.
A thunderous explosion sent glass everywhere, but we were all fine. And now we had a hole and rope meant for our escape. We took the chance, and I went up first.
After helping Uslar, the last to climb the rope, through the hole in the cavern, Brad said, “Hurry your assez, bitchez! Erryn n’ Narrisa are holdin’ out in da hangar. We blew up Steion’z ship, but dytircz are everywhere. Da sonz ah bitchez blew ah few holez on da north side of da hangar tah get inside. Steion must’ve found ah way tah contact backup cuz da shitz are arrivin’ in massez. Erryn n’ Narrisa bought me ‘nough time tah get here tah save y’allz assez. So get movin’!”
“Wait, Brad,” I stopped him. “Are the children hurt?”
“Shit, what do I look like? Ain’t no bitch-azz dytirc shootin’ ah child under my protection.”
Those words washed away the fears that had built on my mind. “Brad, can you do me one last solid? I need you to hold that hangar as long as time will allow. Can you do that?”
“Shit, just call me a shield, cuz ain’t nothin’ gettin’ past my azz.” He took off.
“Valiic, Malcolm, I need you to follow my steps. Everyone else, head to the hangar and defend that ship. The armory is in the room on the right, so load up.”
We took the first right into the armory. All our weapons had been thrown into a crate in the armory beside us. The vicious volume of fighting coming from the hangar gave us more than enough motivation to gear up fast. Once we were fitted for battle, we cleared the first hallway in a flash. Brad’s leftover carnage lay dead on the floor. Down the next hall, it split into two other halls; one right, one left.
Shadow-Walker, Uslar, and Vaal split off into the right hallway and entered the wide opening of the hangar. It was a firefight. Plasma fired everywhere. Some even managed to find their way through the hangar opening. Malcolm and Valiic followed me to the left.
Our first obstacle was a door, which was child’s play for us. As soon as I broke through it, we were welcomed by dozens of bonies lined up. These honor guards used room entrances and deployable stasis shields as cover. All we had was each other. At the end of the hall, Steion had his own personal quarters.
“That must be where the torturer-supreme is bunkered up,” I yelled, hiding behind the kicked-in door.
“How do we get through all this?” Malcolm fired down at the loads of dytircs, using Valiic as cover.
“An idea is scratching at my head. Valiic, can I take your shield for a ride?”
“I’d say so. I must warn you though: It’s heavy.” He handed it to me, and I almost dropped it.
“Holy hell! You weren’t pulling my tail.” I reached up and grabbed the handle, positioning the shield so I could hold it.
“Now you understand a maelkii’s pain.” Valiic laughed at my expense.
“No wonder you maelkii are so slow. You have to drag this car around,” I joked.
“What’s the plan?” Malcolm asked.
“I’m going to generate some chaos. Meanwhile, you two take cover in the closest room to us.”
Not wasting any time, I charged as fast as I could manage through the door, carrying the added weight of the shield. I could barely see where I was going; I just held up the shield and charged. Plasma shots rained over the front of my shield, and I soon passed the first group of dytircs. Immediately, I changed direction and tried to plow into them. The full body shield I held proved reliable.
“James, we’ve secured the first room,” Malcolm called from behind.
Upon hearing Malcolm, I backtracked and entered the secured room. The door entrance was large enough for Valiic and Malcolm to give me covering fire as I backed inside. I returned the shield to Valiic and took cover behind him, then started firing. Our weapons’ firepower bounced off the honor guard’s armor. 
“Honor guards are such a sharp prick in the ass,” I complained.
Malcolm took one down with a neck shot. “We only have twenty more of them to get through.”
“Make that eighteen.” Valiic blew away two more with a well-placed plasma blast.
“Nitrex grenade! Back up!” I shouted, dodging back into the room.
Valiic and Malcolm backed off. The nitrex grenade burst and lit up the floor with its all-consuming black flames. The self-contained flames were designed never to spread, but they’d burn almost anything they touched. The flames used up their supply of nitrex and were soon extinguished. We re-established our positions.
“If we can clear that next room,” Malcolm pointed to the second room on the left, “then we’ll be able to cover the whole hallway.”
“Question is: How do we get there? It may be a good vantage point, but remember, all the dytircs will be able to see us there, too,” Valiic pointed out.
“Maybe a simple charge is the best course to take,” I suggested.
“What? How?” Malcolm continued to fire at the enemy.
“You still have on your power armor, and Valiic… well, he’s a maelkii with a big-ass shield. So, if we charge with Valiic on the right, taking most of the fire, and you on the left, we can make it to that room unscathed.”
“I think-- you know what? This could work. Although, I’ll have to walk backwards to cover us with the shield,” Valiic confirmed.
“Whatever… on go.” Malcolm started the countdown. Valiic slid over to the right. I put myself in the middle. Malcolm took the left. “Go,” he signaled.
Outside the room, we were bombarded. Valiic’s shield took the most hits, and his armor took the rest. I used Malcolm’s power armor as cover, and we both fired at the only three dytircs on our side of the charge. We managed to kill one before reaching the room. No dytircs held this room, so we posted ourselves against a door. Valiic took the left door, and Malcolm and I took the right.
Plasma shots and bullets flew from side to side. It was a game of duck and shoot. We kept up our efforts and thinned out the group of dytircs. Soon they began to realize we had the upper hand.
“Watch out! More nitrex grenades!” Valiic called out, backing up in the process.
As the flames burned the doors, the remaining honor guards moved up. Our firefight continued with them boxing us in the room.
“Valiic, cover the left door. Malcolm, you take the right. Holler if your shield runs low.” I jumped behind one of the armor racks inside the barracks. The nitrex grenades burned themselves out, and the guards poured into the room, quickly crowding our space. A brawl began - three of us versus eight of them.
“James! My shields are low!”
Malcolm dipped behind a different armor rack. Valiic, still taking cover in the corner, suddenly charged into two dytircs. Both tumbled over. Three more then turned their attention to him. Taking advantage of this, I tossed my cover at two more. Dashing over to them, I tackled a third.
“Malcolm, help!” I called, pounding away at the flesh not covered by armor.
Malcolm jumped into the action, stabbing one in the neck with his knife. I finished mine off, leaving only six dytircs. Valiic bashed two more. From behind, an honor guard tackled me. I caught his arm, saving myself from being impaled by his knife, and kicked him off. With my pistol, I shot between the armor, killing him. Malcolm was fighting with one, while Valiic fought off the last two guards. I picked up the knife and threw it at one of the guards Valiic was fighting.
“Aagh!” the guard screamed as it embedded in his shoulder.
Malcolm finished off his dytirc with a few shots, and Valiic had another on the ground. Valiic stomped on the guard, crushing his chest. The last boney dislodged the knife from his shoulder, and blood dripped down his armor.
“I surrender.” He put up his hands and knelt down.
“If you want to live to see the wet mud of Delkeedo again, unlock Steion’s door,” I commanded.
Malcolm put his gun to the dytirc’s back, and the guard walked toward the door. Down the hallway we walked, stepping over and around the bodies of the fallen guards. Steion’s door was reinforced, and the only way in was with a code. The guard activated a hologram and typed in a code. The symbols were in their language. Steam hissed outward as the door slid open.
“This is for Clover.” Malcolm shot the guard multiple times until he was dead. “James, let me see your guns for a second.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Just a feeling.”
I handed him my weapons, then turned to Valiic. “Valiic, guard the door. Nobody walks in or out until we’ve handled business.” I stepped inside. Malcolm followed, and once inside, the door closed. Malcolm then handed me back my weapons.
Surprisingly, the room was empty other than a single chair in the dark corner. On the chair, Steion sat, studying a picture in his hand, almost in a trance. Malcolm, who was next to me, trembled either in fear or in anticipation. I, on the other hand, felt only hatred. My muscles tensed, and my soul ached for revenge.
“I underestimated you once again, James.” Steion stood up and set the picture down on the chair. “That mistake has cost me much. Come Judgment Day, I will pay for it. But you, James, are going to pay for your mistakes first!”
“Not a chance in whatever hell you’ve risen from, Steion! You’ll pay for what you did to Landis with your life!” I aimed my weapon. “Any last words?”
“Funny… I was about to ask you both the same thing!”
He teleported. The next second, he grabbed my weapon, and just like that, it was gone. In the distance, I heard it crash against the floor. He’d teleported my weapon right out of my hands. I heard struggling behind me and turned to see only Malcolm remained.
“He just teleported my weapon!” Malcolm turned to me in shock. “I hate aces!”
“Christ, Malcolm--”
“Sorry… quick, ah, back to back. He can’t surprise us both.”
We formed up, back to back, and looked around the room. Hardly any lights lit the room, which spawned shadows for Steion to hide his elusive ass in. Suddenly, Steion appeared to my left! Malcolm and I turned to attack, but only black smoke was left. From behind, Steion reached over and touched my pistol. It was teleported out of my hand. Steion did the same to Malcolm. We had no weapons now. Once again, Steion translocated.
“How does it feel to be sitting ducks?” I heard Steion say from a corner.
Incoming plasma shots then flew in our direction, and I dove out of the way. Malcolm’s power armor took some hits. The shots then came from another direction, then another and another. Steion was teleporting all around the room, shooting at the same time. Shots flew everywhere. We were fish in a bowl - helpless. Malcolm was hit multiple times, and I couldn’t keep up. My reflexes couldn’t save me.
Burning hot plasma hit my knee first, sending me to the cold floor! “Ergh!” I clinched my knee in pain.
Another shot hit my back, and I could feel my skin frying away. The stench of burnt flesh filled the air around me. I felt like I was stranded at the bottom of a well.
Malcolm yelled, “My shields are almost down!”
In the next moment, I heard a frustrated growl, then the plasma shots stopped. Steion’s rifles had run out of juice and tossed them aside. “My rifles may be out of power, but both of you were kind enough to bring me your weapons!”
From where I lay on the floor, I saw him teleport to the spot where he’d translocated our weapons. As he picked up mine, I braced myself for death – but nothing.
“What? Empty?!” Steion growled.
Malcolm began to laugh. “I figured this might happen, so I unloaded our magazines.”
Using my good knee, I pulled myself up. I struggled to move and limped over to Malcolm. “That is the fruit of some lifesaving thinking! What else you got?”
“Working on it. Meanwhile, help me keep Steion busy.”
Steion growled in frustration. Without speaking, he teleported next to me. I saw him just in time to block his jab. He tried again. I blocked it but soon was overwhelmed; his four arms against my two arms were too much to handle. Malcolm assisted, throwing a punch at Steion’s head, but he teleported behind us. I was quick enough to dodge his kick and threw a kick of my own. Steion then grabbed my leg, and the next thing I knew, I was on the other side of the room.
Fighting through the pounding pain, I raced over to help Malcolm. Steion had Malcolm on the floor and was pounding at his shields. Steion saw me coming as I approached. I darted in to lariat Steion off Malcolm, but Steion teleported, leaving only black smoke in his place. I tripped over Malcolm instead.
“Damnit!” I yelled, falling on my hurt knee.
Steion mocked, “You kids are out of your depth here! I’m a Warlord of Virtue! How could either of you be so naive as to think you could outplay me? This is the grown-up pool, and you have no idea what you’re swimming in!”
“I don’t give a monkey’s left nut what you are!” I yelled. “Death takes all and plays no favorites.”
Malcolm helped me up, and we stood next to each other. Our eyes were locked on Steion, who growled and vanished, leaving behind black smoke. Suddenly, he was at Malcolm’s side. As both of them fought furiously, I came in for a tackle. Steion simply placed a hand on my back and – poof! My momentum carried me into Malcolm. Steion had changed my direction with a teleportation, causing me to nail Malcolm instead of him. Both Malcolm and I were knocked off our feet, and in an instant Steion was above Malcolm with a knife. He plunged it down toward Malcolm’s back, but I flipped myself up and kicked it away.
“Damn you!” Steion cursed as he teleported somewhere else.
By now, the pain in my body had started diminishing. I pulled Malcolm up with me, and both of us stood together again. Steion clutched his hand in pain. My earlier kick must have broken a bone. Frustrated, Steion disappeared again.
“Your side!” Malcolm yelled.
Instantly, I turned and met Steion’s blow with a block. Surprised, he stumbled backwards. Taking the opportunity, I kicked his leg. Steion fell down and vanished, only to land on the floor across the room. Because of the pain in his leg, Steion took a moment to pull himself together.
“How did you predict his next move?” I asked Malcolm.
“Think about it. He never teleported out of this room. Why?”
“The turd-bundle thinks he’ll win,” I answered.
“No. Steion isn’t the type to take that chance. When you participated in that duel earlier, he could have faced off against you himself; instead, he had someone else do it. He didn’t want to take the chance that he might lose. So, he had someone else do his dirty work. If he could teleport out of the room, he would’ve already done it! Then I noticed his eyes the first time you and I stood side by side. Before Steion teleports, he looks at the spot he wants to go, and - poof! He teleports there. He can only teleport to a spot he sees!”
“Brilliant! If we take out his vision, he’s as powerless as a dog stranded on an island!”
Steion was back on his feet. “So you know my limits. It won’t mean a thing!”
I looked straight into his firefly eyes and waited. Black smoke appeared, and I swiped my left leg around. Steion leaped over it. Again, black smoke. Steion then appeared on Malcolm’s side. Malcolm blocked a swing. Then Steion was between us. He landed a kick on Malcolm. I threw a punch, but he was gone. Instantly, I threw a punch behind me. Steion blocked it. The next moment, I was teleported across the room, and Steion was nowhere in my sight. I didn’t see Steion’s next shot coming. From behind me, he land a punch. I stumbled but blocked his next one. Again, black smoke. He seemed to be trying to confuse us by teleporting so frequently.
Bee-lining toward Malcolm, I could see them fighting. Malcolm threw a jab at Steion’s stomach, but Steion snatched Malcolm’s arm in his boney hands. Steion looked behind him and translocated Malcolm to where his eyes gazed. After that, he proceeded to elbow Malcolm in the back, causing him to stumble to the floor.
I reached them and lunged at Steion, but he was gone. Gathering myself, I blocked Steion’s attack from behind. Steion landed two shots, but I powered through and tackled him to the ground. Steion teleported me off him and got up. I quickly recovered and sprinted to help Malcolm. Steion grabbed both of Malcolm’s arms with two of his own and used his other two arms to tenderize Malcolm’s stomach like meat! I put a stop to that by kicking Steion’s feet out from under him. As he fell, I reached for his eyes, but Steion saw it coming and covered them. I then peeled away chunks of flesh from Steion’s hands.
Blood seeped out of Steion’s hands like teardrops as he howled in pain. Before I could stomp on him, he peeked through his fingers and vanished. Peering around the room, I spotted him lying next to his knife. Collecting himself again, he picked up the knife and got back up.
Coughing, he asked, “Do you think by killing me, you’ll win this war?”
“I don’t, but I’ll certainly feel better!” I snarled.
He chuckled through his fast breathing. “Only a simpleton would try to kill a warlord over simple revenge! If I go down, the war will only continue without me. There are more of us… in places you’d never expect! In the end, your ARW will lose this war!”
Malcolm mocked, “Maybe so. But whoever takes the ARW’s place will have one less douche bag to worry about!”
Steion tossed the knife in the other direction and vanished. I swung to my left, but Steion crouched below my swing. He then placed his hand on my leg, and I was teleported across the room. Suddenly, a sharp pain lit my lower back on fire.
“ERGH-AAGH!” I screamed as the knife Steion had just thrown seconds before embedded itself in my back.
Reaching back, I pulled the blade out; it was covered with my blood. I tossed it to the ground in frustration.
Fighting through the pain, I rejoined the fight. Malcolm had Steion distracted. He kept going for Steion’s eyes. Steion then teleported to Malcolm’s other side, leaving himself open to my attack. I jumped onto him and reached for his eyes. Success! I wrapped my hands over his eyes and fell on top of him, pinning him to the floor. Without the ability to see, he couldn’t teleport away. Using my knees, I covered two of his arms. Meanwhile, Steion tried to pull my hands away with his other two arms, but he couldn’t break my grip. Once he realized my strength was too much for him, he stopped resisting. Malcolm pulled out a single bullet from his pouch and placed it into his pistol. He then handed me the gun, and I aimed it straight at Steion’s temple, keeping one hand over his eyes.
“Last words?” I asked.
When Steion heard the gun cock, he said, “If you kill me, you’ll be forever marked. You will not last a month!”
Smiling, I responded, “Then let me give you a mark to match – one right between the eyes!”
As fast as I could, I released my grip from his eyes and pointed the gun at his brain.
Bang!
The bullet went through his skull, and his eyes rolled back as he died.




Chapter 25: Break Out

October 25, 2111
James Stone
I knelt over Steion’s corpse. Somehow, I didn’t feel any different. I thought revenge would somehow ease my conscience, but sadly that wasn’t the case. Steion was dead, but Landis would never be coming back. My stomach turned as I finally swallowed that fact.
“James, we need to go.” Malcolm tapped my shoulder. I nodded and picked up Steion’s corpse. My body was fighting exhaustion and pain, but I willed away the feelings. “What do you need his body for?” Malcolm asked as we headed for the door.
“Kalvin would jump into a mountain of turds head first for this. A while ago, he told me all our enemies have some type of nano-bug in their heads, and he thought the warlords might be connected to them. I’m going to hand deliver this body to him so he can figure out this theory nonsense.” I pressed the button next to the door. It hissed open.
Valiic awaited us. “It sounds nasty in the hangar. We must hurry.”
Without enemy resistance in the halls, we made it to the hangar entrance with ease. Inside, it was a war zone. A cloud of gunsmoke and gunfire filled the hangar, and the only cover was leftover supply crates. Ducking low, I hustled to the nearest crate, with Valiic and Malcolm on my tail.
“Both of you find a spot and hold your position. Valiic, make sure this finds its way inside the Striking Star.” I laid Steion’s body down. “I’m going to find Erryn.”
In the far corner of the hangar, I could vaguely make out the Striking Star through the smoke-filled air. Erryn was stationed beside the closest crate to her ship, with Narrisa at her side, providing covering fire; however, getting over to them would prove to be a challenge, so I mapped out the best route.
“First, I’ve got to bee-line to the back of the hangar, then break for her position,” I thought out loud.
Peering around the side, I spotted at least a hundred dytircs on one side. Some held positions at ground level, while others held the high ground in the hangar rafters. In the far corner, a gaping hole was blown through the hangar wall. More and more dytircs poured in the hangar faster than I could count. Fortunately, the Striking Star’s automatic turrets were activated, providing heavy gunfire - the main reason the dytircs hadn’t advanced on us.
Seeing a sudden moment to dash, I took it. Running back to the corner of the hangar, I shot at the dytircs to cover my back. Without my shield, I knew I had to be careful. Reaching the first crate in my journey, I glanced further back and spotted Shadow-Walker. He provided sniper cover from behind the farthest crate in the back.
I yelled over to him, “Shadow, how big is this ocean of trouble we’ve gotten ourselves into?”
“I’m in the dark! They jammed our coms a while ago. I haven’t heard from anyone,” he shouted back, continuing to snipe.
“Have you kept track of our team?”
“Earlier, I saw Brad start making his way to the rafters from the left side. Erryn and Narrisa are guarding the Striking Star. I haven’t seen Uslar or Vaal in a while.”
“I’m over here, dimwit!” I heard Uslar yell from a distance. He was behind a crate a few dozen meters away from Shadow-Walker.
“Heads up! Incoming mortar grenades!” Shadow-Walker yelled.
I peered over the edge and saw a flurry of them headed in my direction. To my relief, Shadow-Walker had my back as he fired at a few, causing them to explode in the air before reaching me. That gave me enough time to dodge the rest and run to the next cover.
“Shadow, cover my back!” I yelled as I sprinted for the next crate in my path. Meanwhile, Shadow-Walker shot at any dytirc shooting at me. Within a few seconds, I was there. Now that I was closer to Uslar, I asked, “Do you know what the hell is going on?”
“I’m not too sure,” he informed me.
“Then who should I talk to?”
“Honestly, your best bet is with Erryn.”
Taking a moment to shoot at some dytircs, I thanked him and headed toward the next crate. More plasma shots flew at me. Each time I ran for another crate, I made a bet with death.
Now that I was within talking distance of Erryn, I reported, “We’re more than ready to leave this moon in the dust. Is the ship ready? How are the ship’s shields holding up?”
Erryn shouted over the firing of her revolvers, “The shields have taken a lot of gunfire but can hold another ten minutes. Although, that’s the least of our concerns. Do you see that back there?”
I looked in the direction she pointed. Up on top of the rafters, a large device rotated around, protected by a stasis shield from the front. Many bonies surround that area.
“What is it?”
“It’s a tractor beam. It has my ship locked into place. We can’t leave with that bitch on!”
“What measures have you taken to destroy it?”
“Brad tried shooting it with the grenade launcher on his shotgun, but the stasis shield protected it. Then he said screw it and went to take it out himself.”
“Where is he now?”
She pointed to the left edge of the hangar. Brad had made it far into their ranks, but he was pinned down behind a crate. A few dytircs at a time would try to overrun him, but each time he would shoot or knife them like a certified bad-ass.
Erryn yelled, “Oh no! We have a boultha running in the hangar!”
Sure enough, the definitive thumping of a boulthas stomps resonated through the hangar walls. Despite my better judgment, I took a wild, risky peek at it. Like a steamroller, the boultha plowed through the crates and enemies without care. It headed for the Striking Star!
“Damn! Of all the times… Christ… I’m going to try and distract it. Could you cover my ass?”
She nodded. “It would be a shame to see such a good ass go to waste.”
With her cover fire, I dove for the farthest crate on the left side of the hangar. Once there, I fired at the boultha and stole its attention. It changed directions and bulldozed its way straight towards me. To my surprise, a group of dytircs had advanced to a crate near me. With a volley of plasma shots, they had me pinned down. With the Striking Star to my rear and the wall beside me, I had nowhere to go. I was a sitting dingle-berry, waiting to be stepped on.
Vaal suddenly appeared from behind her cover and charged into the dytircs. She knocked over a bunch of them. Unfortunately, she now had the attention of the boultha. One by one, the dytircs were eliminated, only to be replaced by more - a seemingly endless supply. From nowhere, Malcolm appeared and joined me at my crate.
“What are you doing here?” I continued to shoot at the dytircs.
“I’m here to save your asses,” he said.
He fired, not at the dytircs surrounding Vaal, but instead sending shots at the dytircs attacking Brad. Brad noticed and took that opportunity to make a mad dash toward us. From the corner of my eye, I noticed the boultha. It had gained significant distance and was mere meters from Vaal.
“Vaal, bail! Now!” Brad yelled.
Like a tidal wave, the boultha plowed into Vaal, knocking her down. In a rage, it hammered away at her. Strike after strike, it drove her deeper into the ground. Malcolm was frozen in place.
Brad closed in on the monster. “You stupid-azz bitch!” he cursed.
He pulled off his shotgun and fired a grenade at the boulthas back. It turned around and charged at Brad. He reloaded another grenade and fired at the boulthas leg. Before it fell to the ground, Brad slid under it and staggered up on the other side of it. With the precision of a tiger, he ran up the granite back of the boultha and unloaded multiple buckshots into its head. The monster had been slain, and its head crumbled away.
Brad glanced over to Vaal. Malcolm was now at her side, holding her hand. I knew, at that moment, she’d passed. Brad spurted over to Malcolm and grabbed him by the shoulder before guiding him to me.
When he arrived, Malcolm, with a hill of sadness in his voice, faltered, “I… ah, I got a plan to take out that tractor beam.”
“What is it?”
“I would explain, but it’s complicated. The more time we waste, the higher the chances we don’t make it out of this hangar alive. All I need you to do is cover me while Brad and I head over to that spot.” He pointed to the spot Brad had just came from. “Once we’re there, get everyone on the ship and ready to leave.”
“Very well. On go.” I began to count down. “Go!”
Brad and Malcolm bolted toward the crate. Meanwhile, I fired at the dytircs, forcing them to duck. Once Malcolm and Brad made it to the spot, I ducked down. After reloading, I continued to fire. I saw Malcolm and Brad strategizing, so I didn’t wait any longer and dashed back to Erryn.
“Erryn, get everyone’s ass back on the ship!” I commanded.
On cue, she went inside her ship. Moments later, over the speaker she said, “Everybody, fall back to the Striking Star!”
I remained stationed at my crate, awaiting my crew to board. Narrisa stayed in her spot to assist me. Uslar made it aboard first, with Shadow-Walker on his rear. Valiic arrived next with Steion’s corpse. Once he went inside, Narrisa followed. Finally, Brad came around the corner and took a position next to me.
“Where’s Malcolm? Why is the tractor beam still up?” I asked.
“Malcolm haz dat shit under control. We need tah get inside da ship now!”
“You go inside. I’ll cover Malcolm as he returns.” I continued to fire at the dytircs.
Brad grabbed hold of my armor vest. “Look at me, Stonewall! His azz iz not coming back! We need tah be on dat ship!”
“What?” I said, confused.
Brad then pulled me from the cover. Not having time to react, I did as he said and boarded the ship. Dytircs had started advancing on us, and some had ventured next to the ship’s entrance. Once inside, all of us fired at every boney that tried boarding.
In the distance, an explosion boomed through the air. We started to lift off as the entrance hatch closed. We were off into slip space - into safety.
⁕⁕⁕Malcolm Richardson⁕⁕⁕
Only moments ago, Malcolm witnessed Steion’s life taken away from him. Although he only felt empty inside, Steion’s death, to Malcolm, meant Clover could rest in peace. But it also meant he had nothing left in this galaxy. He’d gotten his revenge, but Clover was just as dead as before. The moment he witnessed his former wife’s death, he felt something inside break apart. He hoped this resolve would mend the internal wound, but it was all for naught. Everything Malcolm held dear from his past was now gone. Questions swirled around in his stubborn head. He wondered what purpose, if any, was left for him.
My squad, was the only thought that repeated in his mind.
Malcolm, Valiic, and James rushed for the hangar. All that time they spent fighting Steion could have meant the loss of one of their own; to Malcolm, that was an unacceptable compromise for a mission. Fire, smoke, and gunfire filled the room. All around the hangar, crates were the only thing to use for cover. James ducked and took cover at the nearest crate. Malcolm and Valiic followed him.
“Both of you find a spot and hold your position. Valiic, make sure this finds its way inside the Striking Star.” James laid Steion’s body down for Valiic. “I’m going to find Erryn,” he said before taking off.
Malcolm’s eyes wandered around the room. His adrenaline was tapped out, and he felt the rush of his memories flood back into his mind – specifically the night his daughter died. He unsuccessfully tried to suppress those terrible thoughts. His visions flared, and he was back home...plasma fire blasted through the house...dytircs were everywhere...smoke filled his lungs...
“Malcolm!” Valiic shocked Malcolm out of his nightmare.
Malcolm’s mind returned to the present. “Sorry… uh… bad memory.” Malcolm came to his senses.
“I need you to focus, Malcolm. There are only a few of us against a hundred of them.”
“You’re right. Umm, can you cover me? I going to figure things out.”
“Be careful.” Valiic started to fire at a group of dytircs.
Malcolm scrambled over to a crate near the center of the hangar. All he could think about was finding Vaal and Brad. Malcolm studied the hangar with his head high in the air. A few shots hit him, but the shields on the power armor absorbed them. Far in the distance, Malcolm spotted Brad. He was doing the typical one-man army shivf he usually did and seemed to be taking on half the dytircs in the hangar.
Malcolm ducked back down and allowed his shields to recharge. He popped his head back up and spotted something peculiar: Up on some rafters, heavily guarded by many dytircs, was a tractor beam that held Erryn’s ship in place. Knowing that, Malcolm understood what had to be done. He crunched the numbers in his head and saw only a tragic solution to the problem, but first he had to reach Brad to implement the plan.
With Malcolm’s power armor to protect him, he moved from one crate to another. At each stop, he allowed his shields to recharge. His pursuit was interrupted, though, as a boultha charged into the hangar.
Malcolm was about to help when his area suddenly became a mine field as mortar grenades were fired at him. He dove out of the way, but some of the explosions, along with the secondary blasts, hammered him backwards. In the middle of the field, Malcolm lay with his shields almost drained. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a dytirc with a bow caster. The dytirc launched five more mortar grenades at Malcolm’s position. He shot at a few of the dytircs, then fled to the nearest crate. From there, he tossed a few frags of his own. He heard a couple explosions and knew he had an opportunity. Malcolm hopped up and aimed at the nearest group of dytircs. Fueled by anger and fear, he let his gun do the talking and emptied his magazine into the dytircs. Many fell dead.
With that out of the way, Malcolm looked around for the next crate behind which to take cover. He then glanced over and saw James struggling with a group of dytircs. Vaal had just charged into the same group.
Malcolm looked for the boultha. “Damn!” he cursed out loud. Malcolm saw the boultha stampeding towards Vaal! Quickly, Malcolm came up with an idea. He ran over to James’ crate.
“What are you doing here?” James asked him.
“I’m here to save your asses,” Malcolm responded and fired rounds at the dytircs attacking Brad in the hopes that Brad could save Vaal. When Brad noticed the boultha, he immediately made a dash to help Vaal.
“Vaal, bail! Now!” Brad yelled.
Vaal didn’t notice the boultha until it was too late. She took the full hit of the boultha as it rammed into her! She tried to stop the monster, but it unloaded strike after strike on her! Malcolm’s heart skipped a beat, and he froze in place.
“You stupid-azz bitch!” Malcolm heard Brad say as he pulled the boulthas attention away from Vaal.
As soon as that happened, Malcolm regained his focus and ran to Vaal. She’d been pounded into the flooring, her body was covered with blood, and her armor was shattered.
“Mal… colm,” Vaal mumbled. Blood ran down the sides of her mouth as she spoke.
Malcolm grabbed her hand; it was a warm glove of blood. “Don’t speak. I’ll call Uslar. He’ll be here in no time.”
“Don’t, I… not… go… make it.” Vaal gagged on some blood. “Funny… isn’t it?”
“What is?”
“How we… ended up on… Ja-James’s side.” Vaal struggled for her last breath. “James… even... convinced you… of all people.”
Her body went limp as she let out her last breath. And with that, he lost another thing precious to him. What else was left?
Tears formed in Malcolm’s eyes. As if the final nail in the coffin, he made up his mind. He couldn’t let his mistake take away more lives.
“You were too young for this.”
He took a moment to honor her memory. He couldn’t help wondering if Vaal’s life was worth the death of a warlord. Surely, many commanders would consider this mission - if you can even call it that - a success. However, Malcolm didn’t see it that way. James Stone had gained Malcolm’s respect, but he couldn’t help thinking Vaal’s death was all James’s fault as well. Malcolm guessed that was why James was the legionnaire and he was the hunter. That being said, Vaal did bring up something Malcolm hadn’t considered to analyze. A week ago, Malcolm was hell-bound on capturing James, and now here he stood, fighting on James’s side.
Brad grabbed Malcolm on his shoulder and broke his trance. “Snap your azz out of it, Bozz!” That’s when Malcolm remembered his plan to destroy the tractor beam.
Brad and Malcolm arrived at James’s position. Malcolm, still in shock at his comrade’s death, could barely put thoughts to words. “I… ah, I got a plan to take out that tractor beam.”
“What is it?”
“I would explain, but it’s complicated. The more time we waste, the higher the chances we don’t make it out of this hangar alive. All I need you to do is cover me while Brad and I head over to that spot.” Malcolm pointed to the spot Brad had just come from. “Once we’re there, get everyone on the ship and ready to leave.”
“Very well. On go.” James began to count down. “Go!”
Malcolm dashed over to the crate, with Brad at his side. With help from James, Malcolm and Brad almost reached their destination without taking a shot.
Malcolm spoke to Brad when they were settled behind a crate. “I need your help to take out the tractor beam.”
“You got it.” Brad shot a grenade and reloaded the launcher with another.
“I’m out of breach charges, but I’m sure you aren’t. I need all the ones you have left,” Malcolm shouted over the gunfire.
Brad pulled two from his back pouch and unwrapped them. Brad handed them to Malcolm, who stuck them to his armor, one on each side.
“Bozz, what da hell ya doin’?” Brad asked Malcolm.
“I’m going to get everyone out of here!” Malcolm finished sticking the charges to his sides.
Brad continued his assault. “N’ me?”
Malcolm emitted a hologram from his cyberwatch and started typing. After a minute, he was finished. “I want you to give that Letter of Absolution to whoever’s going to represent James in his trial.” Malcolm swiped over the document to Brad.
“Shit! Never seen ya write one of dose before.”
“And you won’t see me write one again. Brad, I’m going to take out that tractor beam, and I won’t be coming back from it.”
Brad stopped shooting. “Bozz, it’z been an honor.” Brad reached out and shook Malcolm’s hand.
“Likewise. Make sure you make it back, Brad. James is going to be looking for a new squad member.”
Brad nodded. “Bozz, give ‘em hell.”
He then took off, leaving Malcolm alone. Not wasting any time, Malcolm bolted into the ranks of dytircs. He stopped trying to repress his old memories and just let them flow.
Malcolm suddenly found himself transported back into his house. He was dizzy, and everything was blurry. Stumbling and falling, he rushed out of his bedroom and into his living room. Fire was everywhere, feeding on the furniture of the house and licking the walls like a mad dog. Smoke clouded his vision further, and he gasped for each dry, smoke-filled breath as the heat baked his dark shin. He fell again to the sounds of plasma fire outside. Victims screamed in the distance from the neighborhood outside his home’s walls. Despite his lungs screaming for him to give in to death, he managed to pull himself up. He could nearly taste the burning wood of the house on the roof of his mouth. He peeked through the window: More fire in the distance, roaring with town-destroying fury. Shadows and silhouettes of distant people ran and flailed their arms in terror as they fled from dytircs. Some fell, never to get up again. Streaks of plasma screeched through the air. Some passed in the distance, and others blasted through the walls of his home.
Finally, he made it into the next room. The lights were off, and a fire ate at the curtain shades. In the corner, another shadow stood there, looking down.
“She’s dead!” Clover’s distorted voice repeated over and over again.
Malcolm pulled his mind halfway back into reality. He made it up the stairs to the rafters. Plasma shots crowded him. His shields gave and were now useless. His armor began to burn to his skin. Malcolm tossed off his helmet; it was only in the way now. Dytircs surrounded him from every side. Malcolm could feel his body begin to fail; he was almost there. He dove against the metal rafters and crawled, reaching out and hugging the tractor beam.
“You didn’t protect her!” Clover’s voice whispered in his head. “You let Alexx die!”
The lights began to fade, and Malcolm could no longer feel anything! “Clover, Alexx. Daddy’s coming home now.”
He pressed the trigger.




Chapter 26: Revelations & Repercussions

November 4, 2111
James Stone
It was almost time to pay for my sins. I sat in the lounge on the Striking Star, nervous as all hell, and I couldn’t keep from rubbing my hands against each other. Ever since Erryn told me the Striking Star would be arriving at the destination of the Tempest of Titans, I couldn’t help thinking about the punishments Commander Sizar had in store for me. These thoughts were interrupted as I heard Erryn and Uslar in conversation at the table near me.
“Uslar, I can’t accept your money. You hired me to rescue Landis, and we failed… I failed. Therefore, I don’t deserve to be paid,” Erryn told Uslar.
“That may be true, but you could’ve left when Landis was killed. You chose to stay with us, and because of that, we were able to escape alive. Honestly, I think you deserve it.” Uslar paid her the jemns from his account.
Valiic walked into the room and took a seat across from me. He studied my expression. “You’re nervous. I’ve seen that look long enough to tell.”
“Hah… nervous like a dog about to get fixed,” I tried to joke it off.
“A reasonable reaction. Although, just know all of us will be facing the same thing… together.” He smiled his always day-cheering smile.
“Actually, Valiic, I won’t let you all take the hit, too. I’m going to tell them I commanded you to follow me… all of you. I want you and the others to second that story.”
“Out of the question, James. We--”
“Valiic, I don’t want to see punishments passed around to those who don’t deserve it. Hell, it was my idea to go rogue.”
Valiic raised both his hands and shrugged. “I see there’s no arguing with you. I’ll let the others know, although you’d better bet we’ll still be there for you.”
“I expect nothing less from family,” I said before Valiic left.
In solitude again, I sat, wondering what to say. The last thing I wanted was to be dishonorably discharged. Hell, my entire life revolved around the military. Truly, the only family I had were the brothers and sisters I’d made here.
Minutes later, Erryn informed me, “We’re pulling into the Tempest of Titans’ hangar bay.”
“Erryn.”
“Yes, sweetie.”
“Thank you for everything. It has been a fine honor to work besides you.”
She smiled and walked back into her ship’s control room. I felt the bump as we landed in the hangar. The Striking Star’s hatch opened, and a troupe of soldiers marched on board. When they reached the lounge, they surrounded me.
Commander Sizar weaved through his soldiers until he was in front of me. “Where is Captain Landis?”
“They killed her,” I mumbled as all the pain from her death quickly drowned away my anxiety.
“You threw away your military career for a failed mission. What a shame! You are under military arrest for desertion.” He signaled to his troops. “I want all of them in cuffs!”
Without resisting, I let them cuff me. Moments later, I heard a scuffle in the room where Narrisa was. My heart sank, and I bulldozed my way into the room. Soldiers had their guns pointed at the dytirc children, who trembled in fear behind Narrisa. She refused to back down. I drove into a few of them, knocking them down. Soon, Kalvin arrived.
“What, might I request, is commencing here?”
“Kalvin, I need a solid. Those children aren’t our enemies! They need a home. Would you care to supply them one?”
He gestured for the troops to put down their guns. “I will take care of such matters at hand, at least until your situation is resolved. After that, we can proceed to iron out every detail.”
“My situation?”
“Absolutely. During your trail, I have opted to partake as your defendant.”
This news hit me like a black curveball at night. Could this be the Kalvin I remembered?
Finally, I let out the question, “Why?”
He smirked as if to show he was waiting for that question. “Because your potential exceeds that of a typical soldier, James. I always understood that fact, and you demonstrated it with that assignment you took upon yourself to complete. Moreover, I cannot allow Sizar to remove you from our military.”
“And how do we keep that from going down?”
“I believe the situation is under control. Although, we have been giving only an hour to prepare… Sizar pushed for a near immediate hearing. You must have drastically infuriated him.”
“Lately, I feel like that’s becoming a specialty of mine,” I joked.
After everything was in order, we were escorted off the ship with enough soldiers around us to block a sunset. Only Brad walked out of that ship a free man. Both of the children walked at Narrisa’s side.
Brad handed Kalvin a document. “Malcolm wanted y’all tah have dis. I had dis shit printed out… all professional-like.”
Kalvin grabbed the document. “My appreciations. Additionally, I extend my apologies for your recent loss. My men informed me minutes beforehand.” Brad nodded, almost without acknowledging Kalvin’s words, and left us. Kalvin glanced at the document. “This will indeed aid your current situation.”
Our group was escorted out of the hangar, and we were later separated. I went with Kalvin to his office, while everyone else in my squad was taken down the hall to God-knows-where.
“Kalvin, did you see the present I left you?” I asked.
“The deceased dytirc?”
“It’s Steion.”
“Fantastic! At last, my hypostasis on those nano-bugs can be confirmed. I will instruct one of my men to collect the body.”
“I’ve also come across some foundation-shifting intel on my recent journey.”
I stepped into his office, lit entirely by candles. The ceiling lights were off, and it was decorated with some old world artwork. Inside was a center desk and two designer chairs near a few secured, closed doors. I sat down in the comfy, squishy cushion of the designer chair in front of Kalvin’s desk.
He sat in a matching chair across from me. “Proceed.”
I pulled up the details Larno gave me about the true reasons why the dytircs had joined the Wersillian Legion. Kalvin glanced at them and back at me with an increasingly slack-jawed expression. “Where did this information originate from?” he asked, baffled.
“A first-hand account… a boney from a rebel tribe.”
“Reliable?”
“I admit I wasn’t sure at first, so I had Erryn Wolph, our mercenary guide, fine-check it with some of her other contacts. The story matched.”
Kalvin rubbed his head in thought, then sighed. “The ARW had this mistaken… I cannot even fathom how we have let this information go unnoticed! If information this simplistic has remained false this entire time, then I cannot even understand or envisage what else we have mistaken!”
“What are you going to do?”
“I would imagine updating the ARW database would serve as a splendid first step. To follow up, I will probably be gathering with the chief admirals to dispense this news.”
“That’s not quite all the information that’s entered my boat recently.”
“What else?”
“When we finally saw Landis for the first time, she managed to mention artifacts before she, er… finished her final ride on life’s coaster. She also wanted me to tell you something, but she never had the chance to finish her dying sentence.”
After hearing this info, Kalvin drifted deep in thought. Suddenly, his eyes widened. “How could I be such an imbecile? That is what the Wersillian Legion required her for! Landis knew the whereabouts of the artifact we recovered a while back… I completely blanked that out. Steion took one artifact, and now the Wersillian Legion are after another. I have to make some calls!”
“Wait, Kalvin. What are the artifacts for? Did you have a chance to find out?”
“They are crafted from the same material the maelkii’s shields are crafted from - forcidion… meaning, they are virtually unbreakable. Although, that’s simply the surface value. When we deciphered some of the symbols – the ones we could, anyway – we theorized it was some type of key. To what, I have no knowledge of. Nevertheless, if these warlords are after it, they might contain knowledge of what these artifacts unlock… that is a disturbing thought.”
“And my trial. Let’s not look over my possible imprisonment!”
“As I stated before, I believe I have it under control.”
“Believe. That in no way takes the stress out of my breath!”




Chapter 27: Aftermath

October 26, 2111
Dro’Zer
In a dimly lit room, a somber yet idiosyncratic melody tuned into Dro’Zer’s ears. The players involved in this meeting waited patiently for their visitor. Dro’Zer leaned in a dark, uninviting corner. At the end of the room, a man sat on his chair with a disturbingly meditative demeanor. His back faced the center of the room. Only his ice blue, power-house arm was visible to Dro’Zer. Airra, the head warlord, waited at the center table behind the man in the chair. She was tasked with dealing with the guest.
Dro’Zer studied her. She was a female dytirc with bark skin. Vines and branches grew out of her body; she was a literal walking tree. Her attire breathed power and prowess. She was the head warlord and wanted everyone to know it; designer cloth armor with a gold and gem finish, a golden forehead protector resembling a crown, and heavy plates over her waste and legs. The crown jewel was a short-sleeved, long white jacket over her attire, closed in the front by a thin, orange rope. The jacket was decorated by gold, flame-like motifs on the edges with the dytirc word for “Indomitable” written vertically down the back.
“Our guest has arrived. Shall I fetch him for you, Airra?” a dytirc honor guard asked Airra.
“Be a dear,” she answered him with a manically commanding tone.
The guard walked to the back of the room and opened the door, letting in the guest before stepping out of the room.
The guest, an omelic man, wore a bandanna and mask to cover his head and mouth. To blend in with the dark, the omelic wore a loose black bodysuit highlighted by metal plating on his shins, arms, shoulders, chest, and waist. Throughout the outfit was various pouches and threads that were growing with energy. Dro’Zer knew him by his distinctive eyes. One was yellow, and the other was purple - a condition commonly known as heterochromia. And both irises looked of shattered glass.
“Airra, it pleases me to make your acquaintance again,” the omelic said as he reached the table. His voice was muffled behind the mask, though his alpha dog tone stood toe-to-toe with Airra’s.
“Oh, Ghost, you’re adorable.” Airra snickered at her sarcasm. “You’re just here for your mission… and the reward that follows.” She gave him the cold shoulder.
Ignoring Airra, Ghost adjusted his vision to see the man in the chair. From his position, Ghost wouldn’t have been able to see much. “Who do you want me to kill this time, big man?” Ghost dug his words towards the man in the chair.
Airra lashed out, “No! You speak to me! Understand, you ruddy tool?” Her outburst stunned the omelic man. From his reaction, Dro’Zer gathered that Ghost didn’t know what to make of a dytirc woman speaking like that. In Airra’s culture, only men would typically speak in such hostility. “Good!” She pulled out a hologram image for Ghost to see. “This man’s name is James Stone. He is your next target.”
“Would you like me to kill him like I did the last person?” Ghost asked, with a twinge of disgust.
She laughed. “That’s what your cult is for, right? The Brotherhood of Relics.”
Ghost snarled from behind his mask at her mocking view of his brotherhood. Dro’Zer could see Ghost’s anger building as the omelic clinched his knuckles several times. “Our brotherhood was established to uncover the mystery behind the devisors… whatever the means. Maybe you should handle that man yourself instead of having my brotherhood do your dirty work?”
“Rarhaha! Ruddy good joke there! But if you want the locations of the devisors’ ruins, you’ll do as I say! Our warlords have their hands full with a war. We can’t waste precious time with insignificant individuals such as this man.”
“He can’t be that insignificant. This… James Stone person… took out a warlord,” Ghost retorted.
She let out a wry, disturbing laugh. “Steion was hardly a warlord. He was merely a torturer… a way for us to get information. However, his death does mean we’re down to seven warlords. Though that isn’t any of your concern! Now get out of here and do as you’re told!”
“Sure thing, you’re majesty.” Ghost gave Airra a sarcastic bow before leaving the room.
Once he was gone, Airra called out to Dro’Zer, “You may come out of the shadows now.” Dro’Zer emerged from his dark corner of the room, chainmail armor pieces jingled with each step. His white fur grazed the center table as he pressed his arms against it. Dro’Zer towered over Airra. As a korkyran individual, he was bred for war. “It’s time, Dro’Zer. We have our mission. Steion was kind enough to get us one of the Quondam Keys, along with the location of another. It’s time we take what’s ours!”
“Does this mean it’s time for the korkyra to enter the war?” Dro’Zer stroked his chin.
“Yes, dear. The Wersillian Legion held up their end. Now your species needs to hold up theirs.”
“The Wersillian Legion saved our species, and we’re indebted to you for that. As the king of my people, I will do all I can to repay that debt… as will my people.”
“Your species will prove to be the turning point for us!” Airra unleashed a cynical laugh to the tune of the same melody.
TO BE CONTINUED…..




Canon Fodder (Military Access - Summary View)

 
	2nd Big Bang of 2036
	Unexplained supernatural event that occurred in the human year of 2036. This big bang released an unknown type of energy wave across the known galaxy at speeds far faster than light.
 

	8 Warlords of Virtue
	Legendary status generals of the Wersillian Legion wielding great power. Considered the most feared enemies, these individuals are the highest rank achievable in the Wersillian Legion. Two have been confirmed to be killed. An additional two are rumored to have replaced the fallen.
 

	Ace
	Official term used to describe an individual born with exceptional gifts that exceed a species’ norm. Aces’ gifts have been discovered to stem from the 2nd Big Bang of 2036 and are believed to be solely linked to a DNA mutation. With the exception of two twins, no ace has every manifested the same abilities or properties as another ace.
 

	Achilles Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 119 independent squads consisting of six individuals. Achilles are the most elite ground-based unit at the ARW’s disposal. Due to being dropped straight into dire scenarios, achilles are diversely and extensively trained in all ground warfare. Achilles are dropped directly into combat and are equipped with the some best resources the ARW has to offer, including veridium-plated armor.
 

	Advanced Figure Analysis Technology
	Originally designed by the qwayks in 2078 for their vehicles. Later adopted by the Order of Aegis to manufacture sentry turret weaponry and attachment sights. This technology uses advanced algorithms to identify species by measuring their figures.
 

	Airjin Fuel
	Technologically advanced compound fuel that propels ballistic rounds faster than ever possible. Can send ballistic projectiles at speeds of three thousand meters per second. This compound is illegal for civilian use.
 

	Alliance of Republic Worlds (ARW)
	An alliance started by the maelkii and later added humans, qwayks, and dor’o to become the four founding species of the alliance. Other species later joined. Led by the ARW senate and ARW Judicial Court.
 

	ARW Judicial Court
	Official judges are voted into the court by ARW senate. The judicial court has the power to interpret laws and enforce laws on citizens under the ARW.
 

	ARW Senate
	Members from all species under the ARW have an equal representation inside this senate. Senate has the power to vote on the creation, modification, or deletion of laws. In addition, the senate can also approve or deny treaties and manage ARW spending. However, only the four founding species can vote on military matters which includes the election of the four chief admirals.
 

	Assault Rifle
	Standard all-purpose weapon for humans. Typically a rapid-fire, magazine-fed automatic rifle designed for infantry use. Assault rifles come in many designs, making them a highly versatile class of weapons. As of 2072, the ballistic rounds’ explosive powder was replaced with Airjin fuel, significantly increasing the speeds of bullets.
 

	Atmospheric Doors
	First models hit the mainstream in 2078 as a new standard public door frame. These devices were first created by the yuerr to use for the Galactic Hotel but were later picked up by various independent companies. Atmospheric doors use energy field technology to create a barrier between the air on either side of the door frame while allowing solid mass to pass through.
 

	Ballistic Bullets
	A human designed projectile for firing from a rifle, revolver, or other firearm; typically made of metal, cylindrical and pointed. As of 2078, the ballistic bullets’ explosive powder was replaced with Airjin fuel, significantly increasing the speeds of bullets.
 

	Boney
	Degrading and derogatory term used to describe a dytirc.
 

	Boultha
	Layered with nearly indestructible hard-granite skin, these goliaths fall below Hearon’s SPIB Scale. They love to ram through all obstacles using brute strength. Boulthas have the strength of about fifty human men or six maelkii. Tamed and used by the dytircs for war purposes. Their weakest area is their head.
 

	Bow Caster
	Wersillian Legion grenade launcher capable of firing off five mortar grenades in a rapid session.
 

	Bowlhead
	Degrading and derogatory term used to describe a lycargan.
 

	Brightstone
	Translucent rock found on many asteroids around the galaxy. Its light absorbing and emitting properties make it a sought after resource for lighting. Abundant and ease of use makes it a favorite among cultures.
 

	Brotherhood of Relics
	No first-hand knowledge of this group is available in ARW database at this current time. Considered to be a myth even by the omelics, the so-called founders of this cult or religious group.
 

	Buzzard-[series] Attack Choppers
	Created by the Dor’o in 2101, these coppers use three rotator blades and thruster combinations for stability. Buzzard-[series] attack choppers are small aircrafts containing a seat for one pilot and one mounted weapon device aimed at the ground. Countermeasures included suicide grenades.
 

	C-[series] Scout Sentry Turret
	Dor’o designed sentry turret equipped with a scout rifle. C-[series] sentry turrets can automatically acquire and eliminate targets at long range using advanced figure analysis technology.
 

	Carringhick-Gem
	Carringhick-Gem is a natural material found all over the galaxy. Once melted, this gel-like substance can be used to regulate temperature, change its density, and absorb moisture.
 

	Chief Admirals
	ARW’s top ranking military individuals appointed by the representatives of the four founding species. Each founding species under the ARW has one chief admiral to represent their interests.
 

	Cohinla
	Maelkii word for lifetime partner or spouse. A bond deemed unbreakable in Maelkii society.
 

	Commander Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program initially required a significant amount of first hand battle experience and additional training before applying into the program. However, after 2108, this program’s priorities changed. Instead, applicants were required to pass a series of tests, and the requirements of battle experience was drastically reduced. In the ARW, commanders are the second highest rank in the chain of command under the chief admirals.
 

	Cyberwatch Technology
	First models hit the mainstream in 2064 as a replacement for the human cell phones. Upon the humans entering the ARW, the human creation was adapted by many independent companies across the galaxy. Cyberwatches became the standard, multi-tool devices used by nearly every intelligent species in the galaxy. Cyberwatches use chain web tools to connect through other cyberwatches or to connect to signal arrays, allowing for service almost anywhere in the known galaxy. Specially designed cyberwatches can be made to connect to independent networks.
 

	Delkeedo
	One of six dytirc inhabited moons where the dytircs use this moon for war prisons mostly. However, some rebel tribes are reported to still inhabit this destination. Being terraformed back when the technology was fairly new, this planet has little to offer in terms of diversity and ecosystems. Most of the planet is muddy and hilly with the occasional mud-ponds scattered around. Wildlife is scarce and is best described as foul and ugly. Climate consists mostly of pop up rain storms. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Derrium
	A hologram display game. Involves building bases and troops. The objective of the game is to strategically use one’s troops and resources to conquer your opponent(s).
 

	Designated Laser Rifle
(DLR)
	Standard all-purpose support weapon for qwayks. Each trigger pull unleashes an unrelenting laser that doesn’t stop unless the trigger is released or the laser cell is depleted. Laser cells are reloadable.
 

	Destroyer
	Dubbed the “Destroyer” by the ARW, this vehicle is the dytirc and lycargan’s primary aerial attack vehicle. Recognized by its platform atop of the ship and twin plasma guns at the front, these vehicles are used for anti-infantry and anti-vehicular situations.
 

	Devisors
	Dubbed the “devisors,” this mythological species isn’t generally accepted as truth by most species in the Milky Way. For some who do accept this species’ existence, they believe the devisors to be the oldest known species in the galaxy. They are thought to have left monuments to aid in certain species’ technological development. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Dor’o
	Allied under the ARW since 2080, the dor’o are known mostly for their famous tribal-like names and historic wars. Known to live within mountain-cities, dor’o are very communal as a species and love activates such as dancing, drinking, and celebrating. Dor’o have no vow between males and females to live together indefinitely. Often dor’o live among communities. And it isn’t uncommon for dor’o children to be raised by an entire community. [For more information on dor’o culture and history, click correctly labeled tab below]
These quick, agile creatures almost look like small devils. On the tops of their bald scalps, they have what is known as stumps, which resemble cut off antlers, typically extending a few centimeters out of their scalps. Dor’o are the smallest species in the ARW, at almost half the size of a human, but their arms are just as long. Their skin and eyes can vary from brown to red-brown in color. Dor’o ears hang down the sides of their face, and their nose and mouth protrude almost like small dogs. Although they are mammalian, vertebrate beings, they have a tendency to slouch just below their usually broad shoulders. [For more information on dor’o anatomy, click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Dorrath
	Home planet of the dor’o, this planet is covered almost entirely in cloud-touching mountains with underwater stream networks. Without much diversity in ecosystems, the variety of wildlife is low, most of which reside in the underwater stream networks. Some consider it a miracle that the evolution of a mammal-based, intelligent species such as the dor’o even came to be on this planet. Climate here is on the colder side, with long winters and a plethora of blizzards. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Drop-Pilot Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to train single support individuals to pilot and transport ARW ground units.
 

	Duel of Honor
	In a time when dytircs believed in honor, this tradition where two individuals fight to the death in the name of one’s honor was believed to gain favor in the eyes of their gods. Winner is granted their life. In modern day, this tradition is often still considered a sin for dytircs to not uphold.
 

	Dytirc
	First encountered in 2098, this alien species is from the Draynought System, where they inhabit nineteen planets and six moons. Dytircs are persistent, aggressive savages. Their society is focused on power and proving oneself. Before the war, the dytircs were split into many tribes with leaders who fought to remain as their tribe’s alpha. Around the time before the Wersillian War, nearly every tribe merged into what the dytircs call the Military Tribe during an event known as the Great Amalgamation. Dytircs are a male-dominated society and are adept at various forms of hand to hand combat. [For more information on dytirc culture and history, click correctly labeled tab below]
These four-armed, exoskeletal creatures are taller, faster, and roughly four times more powerful than an average human. These mammalian, vertebrate beings normally have skin tones that range from dark to light grey. Their eyes, however, can be many colors but almost always have a black-ring in their iris. Dytirc heads often look too large for their boney, rough bodies, and their skin is durable enough to travel harsh terrain. [For more information on dytirc anatomy, click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Dytirc Honor Guard
	Formidably trained individuals who protect high-ranking Wersillian Legion individuals. Often wear heavy red armor.
 

	Eagle Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 20100 support units, consisting of ten individuals per unit. These support pilots are trained to aid ground assault mission where air coverage is required.
 

	EMP Grenade
	Emits a burst that disables electronic based weaponry and gadgets for a short time due to advanced circuit rejuvenating systems. Originally a human design.
 

	Fallen Tribe
	Nearly extinct rebel tribe, ruminants are located on Delkeedo. Once great, the Fallen Tribe held notoriety and individuality at the highest honors. Before the war, they pursued knowledge of various, cultural martial arts.
 

	Forcidion
	Rarest known natural metal in the galaxy. This metal is only found on the home planet of the maelkii, Maelkiin. Forcidion is one of the heaviest metals and the only metal ever to be deemed unbreakable; the only way to wield this metal is with temperatures as hot as supernovas. In the year 1989, the maelkii used up all of this metal for their shields and have since passed down the shields from generation to generation.
 

	Forlorn
	A place inside a dytirc prison where the occupants are subjected to starvation and dehydration for all other prisoners to witness. The goal of a Forlorn is to drive the occupants crazy until they fight each other for the rewards offered to the last standing individual.
 

	Frack
	Modern day curse word often used to describe something ruined, damaged, or destroyed. Moreover, can be used to describe sexual intercourse or as an exclamation of annoyance, anger, or contempt. Considered a more explicit variation of Frev.
 

	Frag Grenade
	Standard human grenade that causes a single explosion, sending shards and shockwaves outward.
 

	Frev
	Modern day curse word often used to describe something ruined, damaged, or destroyed.
 

	Gatero
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Global Department of Investigation (GDI)
	Established in 2079 by the Earth’s global senate as a worldwide investigation division for Earth. Fully cooperative with local police for maximum efficiency, the GDI use physical evidence at a scene of a crime and deductive and inductive reasoning to gain knowledge of the events surrounding the crime. The GDI are also responsible for handling worldwide terrorists’ acts and managing conspiracy cases. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Gorak
	Home planet of the o’gark, this planet is covered by vast amounts of deserts, mountains, and dust valleys. Gorak is famous for its strangely shaped mountains that are great at collecting and preserving large amounts of water from the few times it rains on this planet. Being a mostly baron planet, wildlife and ecosystems are on the low end. Most wildlife live around the edges of mountains to shield themselves from the long and harsh dust storms. Water is scarce on this planet, where most reside in the poles or locked away in the mountains. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Grando Military Prison
	Dytirc military prison located on Delkeedo. Designed for information gathering purposes as opposed to holding.
 

	Grathefer-Qwayk
	Home planet of the qwayk, this planet is considered one of the most beautiful places to visit. Large cities, mountain high tropical forest, mushroom kingdoms, and many other biomes give the planet a distinctive wonder. With such diversity in ecosystems and biomes, this planet has one of the largest variety of complex wildlife. Furthermore, climate across this planet vary greatly and are heavily dependent on the biomes. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Grenade Launcher
	A weapon that fires a specially-designed large-caliber projectiles, often with an explosive, smoke or gas warhead. These human weapons come in many sizes; from belt feed, to multi-tube, and single-tube.
 

	Hand Pistol
	Standard, human developed sidearm capable of firing single, powerful ballistic rounds. A small firearm designed to be held in one hand. As of 2072, the ballistic rounds’ explosive powder was replaced with Airjin fuel, significantly increasing the speeds of bullets.
 

	Hauler
	Dubbed the “Hauler” by the ARW, this transport vehicle can carry around forty individuals. Its small design, yet ability to carry slip space technology, makes it a favorite transport vehicle for the Wersillian Legion.
 

	Hearon’s Standard for Measuring Intelligent Beings Scale (Hearon’s SMIB Scale)
	With the aid of technological machinery, this scale measures an individual’s capacity to learn and understand. Furthermore, this scale can measure a species potential for evolutionary development in terms of intelligence by analyzing groups of individuals of a species. Has become the standard scale in determining wither a species can or will be able to develop intergalactic travel. Those deemed to be able to hit that mark will score at least 100 on the scale. Species that can’t hit 100 are deemed below the scale. Currently the average human achieves a score of 132, while the average for qwayks are 139; dor’o average 120 and maelkii 121.
 

	Hondora
	Small planet terraformed to be a neutral gathering place for industrial boom. This planet is famous for The Underlevel, which is a series of entrances across the planet that are all connected and go deep below the surface of the planet. Climate here is hazardous due to the dense amount of smoke, and because of that, require all buildings to use atmospheric doors to keep the toxic air from reaching its citizens. All water is transported to this planet from a nearby ice asteroid, and the few wildlife that does exist on this planet came from outside this planet. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Hunter Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 51 independent squads, consisting of three individuals. These units are tasked with detaining rogue ARW soldiers. With only 51 squads, hunters are the smallest program a part of the ARW but are second only to achilles in ground-based skill. Hunters are only one of two ARW programs with current access to power armor.
 

	Ice Spray
	Standard medical device used to treat plasma burns. Caution: causes extreme pain when first applied.
 

	Illumination Ceremony
	A common qwayk ceremony to celebrate and mourn the passing of a loved one. Consists of pouring a substance over the body of the deceased that dissolves the corpse and turns it into a gas-like state in an array of colors. This signifies the dead becoming one with the universe.
 

	Independent Squad
	An ARW squad class designed for independent chain of command. Each independent classed squad contains a captain and lieutenant at all times. Any other individual roles, ranks, or layouts are left to the captain’s digression.
 

	J[series] Brutes
	Approved for active duty in 2099, these heavy armored tanks are used as an anti-vehicular asset. Equipped with twin barreled, self-loading firing tubes and an additional fully rotatable turret at the front of the tank. Human designed.
 

	Jemn
	Universally used as the galactic currency. Transferred in the form of credits or set-valued coins. Originally created and sponsored by the yuerr until they successfully overturned each and every old-world form of currency. As new species gain the technology to make use of intergalactic slip space travel, the yuerr are there to insist and aid their transition into the use of their created currency system.
 

	Jenjarian
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Juster
	Home planet of the plowsu, this planet is covered in mostly forests and winding rivers of fresh water. This planet, however, is beloved for its natural beauty since the plowsu consider it unholy to unnecessarily tamper with nature. Being covered in such vast amounts of fresh water rivers and forests has made the variety of ecosystems and wildlife low. Yet, the amount of wildlife is unusually high. Climate here varies from light rainfalls, to thunderstorms, to tornados. However, the temperature rarely comes close to freezing. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	King Tribe
	Nearly extinct tribe, ruminants are located on Delkeedo. The King Tribe held nobility and personal achievement at the highest honors. Before the Wersillian War, they perused knowledge of old arts and sculptures.
 

	Laser Cells
	A qwayk designed small casing of solar energy focused into a tight space. Reloadable and multipurposed for all qwayk-based weaponry.
 

	Legionnaire Program
	One of many programs apart of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 1112 independent squads consisting of six individuals. Each squad is tasked with small but essential missions. Legionnaires are considered amongst the most elite squads at the ARW’s disposal.
 

	Lycargan
	Encountered in 2098, this alien species is from the Draynought System, inhabiting two planets. Lycargans have been known to spend an unordinary amount of time inactive or in thought. They are religious extremists that justify any and all means as a necessity to their beliefs. Lycargans are known for taking long periods of time before acting on situations but can make quick decisions if necessary. They enjoy causing emotion or physical distress to other species for sport. Though, little more is known about lycargan culture or history.
Lycargans are naturally armored around most vital areas of the body and have scaled skin elsewhere. Reptilian vertebrates, these beings are not as strong, but have far superior durability than humans. Their feet resemble hooves and are mostly flat. Although bumpy and rough, their heads are round. Lycargans have an enormous, stubby bump extended out of their backs. Their skin and eyes are various shades of brown and is spotted all around. Lycargans also poses a strange ability to roll into an armored ball and control the direction at which they roll. [For more information on lycargan anatomy click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Maelkii
	Founded the ARW in 2061, this species is from the planet Maelkiin and are the only ARW founding species that originate outside of the Qwayk System. Other than the mythological devisors, Maelkii are the oldest known intelligent species in the Milky Way Galaxy. Maelkii value companionship, loyalty, and self-sacrifice. Warriors are considered to be one of the highest valued position among their society. Society, traditions, and culture can vary depending on the sub-communal houses that maelkii are born or married into. For example, traditionalist houses believe that lifetime partnership leads to powerful armies and they encourage family to fight side by side with each other. Maelkii are the only species apart of the Alliance of Republic Worlds to choose not to colonize among other worlds, preferring to stay on their home planet. [For more information on maelkii culture and history click correctly labeled tab below]
Maelkii, on average, weigh roughly four times the average weight of a human and grow a few heads taller. They are nearly nine times stronger than a human and have skin that can be more durable than lycargan natural armor. Their eyes are like black abysses with a center glowing pupil and they have upside down triangular mouths. Their heads look too small for their bodies. Maelkii skin and eye color consist of shades of red, orange, and yellow. Bull-like feet and small spikes follow their spine to the top of her head. [For more information on maelkii anatomy click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Maelkii Honor Pledge
	Official document that allows maelkii to fight alongside loved ones.
 

	Maelkiin
	The home planet of the maelkii, this planet is too hazardous and toxic for most species to visit or live on without the use of special equipment. Some theorize it is due to the harsh conditions on this planet that the local wildlife and the maelkii evolved to be as durable and large as they did. The ecosystems and biomes most prominent are volcanic or hot spring-based. The weather is harsh, and the temperature is typically hot. This planet is also nicknamed “The Lonely Planet” due to it being practically in the middle of nowhere at the edge of the known Milky Way Galaxy in the Maelkiin System. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Magic Meal
	Invented by the qwayks in 2077, this machine materializes different types of food and drinks on demand mostly by the use of rapid stem cell technology. Furthermore, foods and drinks can be store a hypercondensed state and can be restocked by buying meal pods. Cannot cook items.
 

	Magnetic Lock
	More notable called mag locks, these devices where created by the Order of Aegis in 2096. These devices use a compound called magnetifer to hold an ARW issued weapon in place for easy access. All ARW issued weapons were fitted with a strip of magnetifer to attract to the mag locks.
 

	Magnetifer
	Special compound created by the qwayks in 2065 to attract and repel only itself. Additionally, magnetifer is very easy to adjust the magnetic intensity.
 

	Major
	This Wersillian Legion rank has command over all minors a part of an operation.
 

	Military Tribe
	Dytirc term for their military. Believe in power and prosperity in numbers. Feel the need to colonize and dominate other worlds as a means to spread peace and prosperity.
 

	Minor
	Similar to an ARW captain, this Wersillian Legion rank has command over a small group of soldiers at a time.
 

	Model-1 Battle Droids
	First on only field tested battle droid models. Created by the Order or Aegis in 2109, these droids come equipped with standard weaponry mounted to one arm. With artificial intelligence technology, these droids can problem solve and think just under Hearon’s SPIB Scale. Because of fears, the Order of Aegis has a strict policy against creating intelligence on or above the level of Hearon’s SPIB Scale. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Mortar Grenade
	Explosive device that unleashes a primary explosion followed by multiple smaller explosions. Designed by the Wersillian Legion.
 

	Mortar Launcher
	Shoulder mounted Wersillian Legion anti-vehicular and area denial explosive weapon. Fires a single mortar projectile that explodes in a circular outward explosion, with the secondary explosions reaching farther than the first.
 

	Name Trials
	Dor’o system of naming their young. At a young age, dor’o are sent inside the Name Caves for two days. Using induced hallucinations, billions of possible outcomes can occur. A dor’o is named based on what he or she is seen doing inside.
 

	Nano-immunal Technology
	Universally used as an antibody system given to individuals at child birth. Nano-immunal Technology is programmed to specific species’ bodies for maximum efficiency.
 

	Navigation Computer Technology
	Qwayks installed this technology in all vehicular automobiles after the year 2067 as a means of transportation on their three occupied planets. Using satellites, the navigation computers can direct cars from one location to another, while taking in account other vehicles and the environment. Later programmed to work with all planets or moons occupied by species under the ARW.
 

	Night Vision Visors
	A device that is used to detect visible and infrared energy and provide a visual image. Can come in the form of eyewear, glasses, and high tech versions can even be displayed holographically.
 

	Nitrex Grenade
	Powered by nitrex, these grenade release self-containing, black flames that don’t spread. With incredibly high temperatures, these flames can consume and melt just about anything. A Wersillian Legion design.
 

	O’gark
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Omelic
	Omelics were first encountered in 2082. Omelics typically keep to themselves and out of galaxy wide conflicts and are considered amongst the strongest neutral societies. Due to their home world’s vastly dangerous conditions and wildlife, omelics have built vast kingdoms and still remain divided as a species. Their society is male dominated were women are treated more like objects than people. Though, it is rumored some kingdoms are heading to a more cultured viewpoint. [For more information on omelic culture and history, click correctly labeled tab below]
As mammalian, vertebrate beings, these beings resemble humans in unexplained ways, even having the ability to breed with humans. Omelics are twice as strong as the average human. Though, they display less self-control. Their skin can vary in shades of purple while their eyes can be any color a human eye can be along with being yellow or purple. Like qwayks, omelics hair is commonly white. However, unlike the qwayk, their hair can be shades of grey. Omelics grow to be, on average, slightly taller and slightly heavier than average humans. [For more information on omelics anatomy, click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Order of Aegis
	Established at an unknown date. Began to gain notoriety during World War III. Officially became the lead ARW military weapon supplier and research division in 2099. Their mission states, “A privately subsidized organization tasked with the development and research of technology and artifacts in order to support the well-being of the Alliance of Republic Worlds.” Only members of high rank in the ARW’s military are permitted to know about many of the classified projects created by the Order of Aegis. Public confidence in this company is at an all-time high due to their high turnout and standards for new technology. [For more information, visit Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Parlor-[series] Dropship
	Dor’o dropship for space to atmosphere descents into hot zones. A Parlor-[series] Dropship is equipped with emergence equipment and rapid cycle turrets for protection. Can hold two standard sized units.
 

	Peric Fiber
	Flexible, durable fiber placed over wounds. Ointments inlayed in the material fight disease and infection as the wound heals.
 

	Plasma Cannon
	Used by maelkii in the form of arm covering weapons. Additionally, the Wersillian Legion use them in the form of mounted cannons on vehicles. These powerful weapons fire a concentrated burst of plasma energy instead of a mere shot.
 

	Plasma Cells
	A maelkii created casing of plasma energy focused into a tight space. Releases a burst of plasma at a time. Later adapted by the Wersillian Legion and modified to use less plasma per shot but last longer.
 

	Plasma Handgun
	Standard sidearm used by the Wersillian Legion. These single shot, plasma-fed handguns run on reloadable plasma cells. A small firearm designed to be held in one hand.
 

	Plasma Rifle
	Standard all-purpose rifle used by the dytircs and lycargans. These rapid fire, plasma-fed weapons run on reloadable plasma cells.
 

	Plauranian
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Plowsu
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Power Cuffs
	Created by the Order of Aegis in 2100, these restraints combine veridium plating and stasis shielding technology to restrain even the strongest individuals. Can resist the strength of four maelkii.
 

	Priority Code 199 Rederick
	Known by captains of the ARW as the “drop everything and follow these orders” code. According to protocol only a rank of commander or higher are authorized to use this code. Certain persons of interest have been clear to use this code as well.
 

	Project Ace
	[Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Project Glasshouse
	[Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Prospects for Peace Act
	In 2084, after the founding members of the ARW were set in stone, the ARW Senate passed the Prospects for Peace Act which opened the door for other species to join the ARW in an effort to establish peace and democracy across the galaxy.
 

	Prototype-2 Power Armor
	Approved for active duty in 2108, this expensive, full-body armor replaced the Prototype-1 series. Created by the Order of Aegis, this sleeker, slimmer design was an overall improvement of its predecessor. The Prototype-2 series is powered by a fusion core located at the back of the armor. Includes a rechargeable shielding layer as a primary line of defense, veridium plating as a secondary defense, and a lightweight titanium plus caringhick-gem in-layered weave to keep the occupant safe and comfortable. Is currently only designed to be used by humans or qwayks. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Pursuer
	Dubbed the “Pursuer” by the ARW, this all-terrain ground vehicle is designed to be multipurpose and adaptable. Its spiky yet lightweight design make it almost as fast as a Raptor. Armed with a plasma cannon at the back, it is exceptional against armored vehicles.
 

	Qwayk
	Allied under ARW in 2068, qwayks were the first official alien life to reveal themselves to humans after humans made their first jump to Mars with slip space technology. When the qwayks first contacted earth, they offered humans a chance to join the ARW, and the worldwide senate on Earth voted to accept. This species is from the Qwayk System, where they inhabit 3 planets, Grathefer-Qwayk being their home planet. Qwayks pride themselves on a high-class society and consider themselves very technologically focused. Furthermore, qwayk society is focused on pleasure and, as such, they have next to no discrimination against race, sex, or orientation. Nor is it uncommon to find qwayks with multiple spouses. Qwayk architecture is considered nothing short of beautiful and genius. [For more information on qwayk culture and history, click correctly labeled tab below]
Qwayks have white, flowing hair and light-gray to pale white skin. On the face of a qwayk, they have wrinkle-like waves that start from the base of their eyes and finish at their chins, which the qwayks call vantors. As mammalian, vertebrate beings, qwayks are one of the most humanoid species known. They have typically nimble builds, making them not as strong as humans. However, they have longer foreheads than humans, giving them larger brains. Females usually are smaller in size and either have green or yellow-green eyes. Males have either teal or blue eyes. [For more information on qwayk anatomy, click correctly labeled tab below]
[For more information besides that listed, please take mode out of summary view]
 

	Ranger Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 90000 support units, consisting of twenty individuals per unit. These support units are basic infantry deployed on large scale ground assault missions.
 

	Rapid Cycle Turrets
	Dor’o designed mounted turret with four rotating barrels. Capable of firing off a thousand stasis rounds a minute, these powerhouse weapons can zap through a battlefield with ease.
 

	Raptor V[series]
	Approved for active duty in 2099, these state of the art, lightweight infantry vehicles are idle for multipurpose situations. A human design, the Raptor V[series] is outfitted with all terrain tires, protective cover for the driver and the turret operator, a fully rotatable heavy mounted gun, and an area for additional supplies.
 

	Recon Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 9880 independent units consisting of four individuals per unit. These independent units are trained for intelligence gathering during combat.
 

	Render Chip
	Universally used as communication chips implanted in an individual’s ears to translate all know galactic languages into one’s native language.
 

	Reverse Gravity Technology
	Technology commonly used in maelkii and qwayk vehicles. This technology allows vehicles to hover over the ground at a set height. Vehicles with this design can typically hover in all directions at the same speed.
 

	Riot Grenade
	Timed detonation device that emit a steady stream of lasers in all directions for a short time. Qwayk designed.
 

	Scaling Bolts
	Bolt used to grapple from one place to another via a high-tech cord. Typically fired from a crossbow.
 

	Scout Rifle
	Dor’o’s answer to the human sniper rifle. A long ranged weapon class, capable of firing a stasis beam at distances as far as three kilometers. Fed by stasis rounds.
 

	Selection of Communist Parties (SOCP)
	Established between the years 2061 and 2079, this alliance consisted of most of Earth’s eastern hemisphere. Considered to be highly fascists, a single government consisting of a small group of individuals regulated all aspects of its economy, communication, and military.
 

	Shivf
	Modern day curse word often used to describe something or someone worthless. Moreover, can be used to describe feces or as an exclamation of disgust or anger.
 

	Shock Grenade
	Dor’o designed grenade that releases a burst of electric energy to paralyze opponents for a long period of time instead of killing them. Became a standard amongst police forces in 2099.
 

	Shock Rifle
	Dor’o designed weapon class that comes in large to small sizes. These rifles release a ball of electric energy to paralyze opponents for a long period of time instead of killing them. Became a standard amongst police forces in 2099.
 

	Shotgun
	Standard close court combat weapon for humans. A smoothbore gun for firing a small shot at short range. Shotguns typically fire a single slug shot or scattering buckshot shells.
 

	SHRDR Air Fortress
	Special Order of Aegis multipurpose hovercraft. This massive hovercraft can support an area singlehandedly. Due to its size and weight, it is far slower than standard aircraft or hovercraft. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Silent Dagger
	Mythical, one-of-a-kind weapon custom crafted by Shadow-Walker. Capable of firing off special ricocheting stasis beams at a precise and rapid pace. Equipped with an adjustable zoom scope and thermal detection systems.
 

	Slip Space (SS) Technology
	Humans first developed this technology in 2072, with the first successful trial in 2081, where humans jumped to Mars. Upon entering the ARW, the other species helped humans push the technology to their level. Slip space technology creates a wormhole in space to shorten the distance between two pre-charted parts of space.
 

	Sniper Rifle
	Standard long distance, human developed weapon. An extremely powerful rifle developed for the military; capable of destroying light armored vehicles and aircraft more than five kilometers away. As of 2072, the ballistic rounds’ explosive powder was replaced with Airjin fuel, significantly increasing the speeds of bullets.
 

	Stasis Field Technology
	Originally designed by the dor’o in 2082, this technology uses stasis technology to create visible, hard-light fields for maximum protection.
 

	Stasis Rounds
	A dor’o designed projectile for firing from a rifle, revolver, or other dor’o based firearm, typically made of hard-light effused with electric energy. Its casings are cylindrical and butt-ended.
 

	Stasis Shield Technology
	Originally designed by the dor’o in 2082, this technology uses stasis technology to create hard-light surfaces that can deflect momentum back at itself.
 

	Stealth Drive
	Creates an image mimicking field over a starship to disguise it from view. In addition, these drive offer additional tracking device blockage.
 

	Stumps
	Half-horn like bumps at the top of a dor’o’s scalp. Can vary in thickness, length, circumference, and even number.
 

	Suicide Grenade
	A dor’o grenade that explodes into thirteen aerial sparks. Each spark explodes based on proximity. Considered the best area denial grenade in the ARW’s arsenal.
 

	Support Squad
	An ARW squad class designed to support established independent squads or follow orders directly from a commander. Usually very large or drastically small in numbers, with hardly any middle ground.
 

	Tegun Trade City
	Located on the planet, Grathefer-Qwayk, this legendary trade city is one of the most financial booming places in the Milky Way Galaxy. Countless shops and trademarked companies thrive in this great city.
 

	Tempest of Titans
	In 2107, construction on the Tempest of Titans finished. This massive ship ranks as one of the biggest ships among the ARW’s fleet. The Tempest of Titans is designed for aggressive attacking due to its powerful haul and shields capable of soaking up and dispersing plasma energy. Mostly human designed.
 

	The Galactic Hotel
	Located on an asteroid orbiting the yuerr home planet, Yuerr-Olo. This ten square kilometer haven is a favorite meeting point for diplomats and tourists across the galaxy. This hotel is known for its one rule, “No life shall be taken by another on Galactic grounds,” and its complete, assured neutrality in any conflict. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	The Great Amalgamation
	Historical dytirc event where nearly every tribe merged into one single Military Tribe. Believed to have occurred in 2097.
 

	The Immortals
	Notorious, organized, intergalactic gang. Not much is known about this group. [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	The Narrways
	A legendary forest located on the planet Juster with a mysterious mist flowing out of the trees. Entrance into this location is forbidden to this day by plowsu law.
 

	The Underlevel
	A series of entrances across Hondora that are all connected and go deep below the surface of the planet. The Underlevel is where the few inhabitants of this planet call home. However, these series of tunnels are mostly commercially run or used for the sole purpose of criminal mischief. Being in a hotspot in the galaxy, criminal activity thrives through these tunnels. The saying goes, “The deeper down the level, the more dangerous the individuals.” [Further information is Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Tractor Beam
	Originally created by the Lycargans in 2102 to hold star ships against the underbelly of star cruisers. Later, this technology was adapted by both the ARW and Wersillian Legions to prevent enemy ship takeoffs. These devices use stasis field technology to hold an object in one spot.
 

	Type-2 Rover
	More notably called Rovers, these maelkii designed one-man transport vehicles have been in use since 2018 by the maelkii. Rovers use reverse gravity technology to hover in all directions at the same speed. Rovers are very small in size and typically made for base maneuvering.
 

	Type-8 Cruisers
	More notably called Cruisers, these maelkii designed infantry vehicles have been in use since 2022 by the maelkii. Cruisers use reverse gravity technology to hover in all directions at the same speed. Their sharp, dangerous looking design inspires to create fear in enemies. Cruisers offer a driver seat, a passenger seat, and an open area in the back for the maelkii to fire their plasma cannons from.
 

	Ultra
	This Wersillian Legion rank has command over all majors of an operation. Typically only two or three Ultras present in a battle.
 

	Ungie
	Large dog like beasts with six legs and shark-like sharp teeth. Tamed and used by the dytircs for war purposes.
 

	United Nations of Democracy (UNOD)
	Established in-between the years 2062 and 2079 as a response to the establishment of the Selection of Communist Parties, this alliance consisted of the western hemisphere of Earth and some minor areas on the eastern hemisphere. A single senate and judicial branch governed this alliance as a type of democracy.
 

	Vantors
	Wave-like wrinkles that extend from the eyes to the chin on qwayk beings. Can vary in color, tint, width, and distance between each individual wave.
 

	Veridium
	A lightweight, nonconductive, vibration dispersant metal with extreme durability. This rare metal is a favorite resource for species able to afford its production.
 

	V-Hawk Harrier Jets
	Created by humans in 2103, these harrier jets were designed to impose maximum damage against enemy aircraft. Each jet comes equipped with twin grenade launchers with proximity projectiles and four mounted miniguns. Countermeasures included thruster technology and flares.
 

	War-glaive
	War-glaives are one-handed, edged weapons with two blades protruding from a center handle. Alabon Zserin is known to use two war-glaives created by the Order of Aegis. His mythical, custom versions can run currents of electricity through the blades.
 

	Warhammer
	Warhammers have a bulky head at the end with a large handle for two-handed use. Geariic Zserin is known to use one warhammer created by the Order of Aegis. His mythical, custom version can create explosions on impact.
 

	Watchmen Program
	One of many programs a part of the integrated ARW’s military. This program is designed to create 9000 support squads, consisting of three individuals per unit. Watchmen are focused on tracking, navigation, and sniper support.
 

	Wersillian Legion
	Alliance between the dytircs and lycargans, led by the 8 Warlords of Virtue.
 

	Wersillian War
	Beginning in 2102, the ARW and the Wersillian Legion have entered in an intergalactic war where the ARW is trying to prevent the Wersillian Legion from colonizing over other species’ planets.
 

	WindMaker
	Invented in 2099 by a private company that originated in Grathefer-Qwayk as a means to generate wind currents and manage the wind flow of a room. This device was later adopted by many other companies across the galaxy and is often a common household device.
 

	World War III
	Last major war on Earth. A war between the UNOD and SOCP. It was a fight between the two super-nations for energy, resources, and land. Due to the destruction of the International Humanitarian Law, sixty percent of humanity perished over this harsh cruel conflict. Lasted from 2067 to 2079 with the UNOD’s victory. [For more information, visit Classified by Order of Aegis]
 

	Yuerr
	“Error 401: Unable to load summary information. Please inform starship’s Informational Database Manager for assistance.”
 

	Yuerr-Olo
	The home planet of the yuerr, this planet is known for its vast oceans and many luxurious islands. Most of this planets biomes and ecosystems are ocean-based but are some the galaxies most diverse and extensive in this regard. In ancient times, this place had a much more land-based ecosystems and wildlife. However, due to the low amount of land, the yuerr species killed of much of those old ecosystems so they could compensate for their own growth. Climate here is mild with the occasional hurricanes and tsunamis. However, the yuerr have extensive safe guards for to prevent such natural disasters. [For more information, please take mode out of summary view]
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