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PROLOGUE

Two years in the past…

Rori reached out her hand from the engulfing darkness, but was stopped short by the invisible wall fixed in between her and the young man with a pair of majestic wings sprouting from his back. Sobbing, she ran her nails down the obstruction with a teeth-grinding screech, leaving deep grooves etched in the glass. The irritating sound didn’t permeate the barrier to reach the young angel. He kept his back to Rori as he gazed at the vast globe below.

“Zayde! Why can’t you hear me?!” Rori slammed her clenched fists repeatedly against the obstacle. Her cyan hair ruffled as she tried to rest her forehead on the smooth surface. The pair of curved horns protruding from her brow prevented her from touching the glass.

Rori had nothing else to lose. Singing was the last method she could try. Beating her feathered wings, the female figure drifted a small distance away from the glass wall, deeper into oblivion. She brought her hands up to her chest, crossing her fingers and taking a deep breath.

I’ve lingered aimlessly,

Time has slipped away.

My hands grown numb,

I’m filled with dismay.

Reach out! I’m so close!

I’m your missing piece!

Come back to me, child!

You—my masterpiece!

Broken apart, we’re weak.

Together, our powers interlace!

Soar the skies, search the stars!

Awaken, awaken in my embrace!

The young man named Zayde slowly turned around, staring at the female figure. Rori drew a sharp gasp. He had noticed her once again. Perhaps this would be the day.

“Zayde!” Rori called out fervently. “I’m here!”

Zayde glared at Rori like she was a monster coming to bring havoc into his realm.

In response, Rori recoiled. The rejection felt like a dagger piercing her delicate heart. Tears spilled out of Rori’s eyes as she drew her wings around herself in a protective hug.

“Zayde … why?” Rori wheezed. Each breath she took in became increasingly more painful. “Why don’t you remember me?!”

The young angel’s form slowly disintegrated, leaving the female figure by herself. As she continued to lament, she struck the invisible wall before her fiercely, small fissures forming around where she slammed her fists. Her cyan eyes glowed brightly as she unleashed a bone-rattling roar.


PHASE 01

Active Camouflage

March 17th, 2037. Local Time: 13:45

Underground, inside of the Intel Gathering Facility

United States, State of Montana.

1.

The only light in the room was located in the far left, top corner, emitting an unnerving shade of green. This small chamber that held the prisoner and the three interrogators was specifically fine-tuned to create a hot, moist environment that caused as much distress as possible for the occupant.

The prisoner was secured to a metal chair that was bolted directly to the metal plated floor. Fetters fastened his arms crisscrossed behind him, stretching his limbs in the opposite direction of their normal range of motion. Each end was tied with braided steel cables to a set of winches on both sides of the chair. The smallest amount of movement would activate the high-torque motors to pull the cables tighter.

“You’ve done it—monster,” the eldest of the interrogators spoke up. His voice was gruff as he clenched his yellow teeth. “You’ve lasted up to this point.”

The prisoner did not respond to the comment. He continued to hang his head in silence as the long, drooping hair concealed his face.

The captive appeared to be unconscious, but the senior interrogator knew better than to buy into the act. Too many captives in the past attempted an escape or launched an attack when the interrogators let their guard down. However, the prisoner that was that was going through the information extracting process did not appear to be interested in getting out of the bind, like the hundreds of other subjects in the past.

This detainee seemed indifferent to the hostile environment.

With bulging shoulders, defined arms, and a chest and back shaped as if they were carved out of stone, it was a marvel how a team of humans were able to capture this beastly humanoid. The team that tracked down and captured the target was trained for years for this specific purpose. They belonged to the conglomerate known as HAWK, the specialized organization that protected humanity against threats that were loosely classified as “abnormal.”

The captured subject was suspected of holding vital information. The Intel Gathering Team, specialists assembled from different branches of the HAWK, drew up that presumption based on where the prisoner was caught.

Breaking the spirit of the humanoid consumed all of the team’s creativity and stamina. Hours upon hours of torture methods were performed to wear the prisoner down. The only response the team could get out of the captive was an occasional chuckle.

“Bodt, a word?” the young man with wavy brown hair and a short, full beard asked, stepping away from where he had stood stock-still for the past hour. The senior team member nodded, following the man who requested to talk to him.

“What is it, Holt?”

“This is going nowhere. We need to cut our losses and grind this thing into powder.” Holt looked over his shoulder to glance at the captive. The prisoner’s lack of pained outcries suggested that the thirty-six hours of the most pain-filled torture amounted to nothing more than entertainment for the captive.

“I’m glad you noticed, Holt. I’m so oblivious! Thanks for pointing that out!” Bodt’s profound sarcasm was grinding against Holt like sandpaper.

“Although insulting you is a favorite past time of mine, I was being serious. The other ones were nowhere as clamped up as this one is. This asshole should have broken a long time ago.”

“That’s because this asshole is going to take whatever it knows to the grave—and to be perfectly frank, I’m at a point where I might end this little shit. There has to be others with looser lips that know the same information as him.”

The area the prisoner was contained in was a rectangular-shaped room, nine feet tall, fifteen feet wide, and twenty deep. The concrete cell was buried many stories underground. In short, it was the perfect bomb shelter. There was one reinforced, metal door that separated the area from the rest of the subterranean facility other than the secondary aperture in the wall that was hidden in plain sight. A guard was situated outside of the room where the information extraction process took place. In the unlikely event that a prisoner escaped from its restraints, there would be assistance within moments.

The Intel Gathering Facility was built to provide the picture-perfect environment to break down any creature’s resolve. The captive, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying it. He embraced the torture like a pleasant exchange with a trusted friend. The exposed, pale skin of the prisoner seemingly glowed under the green light. The clothes that concealed the prisoner’s nakedness were stolen from the last human victim the prisoner cut down before he was detained, and were now discarded on the metal-plated floor was sprayed with a mix of human and monster blood.

To the untrained eye, the prisoner appeared to be human, but the exterior was a façade. The inhuman regenerative abilities were manifesting, as wounds inflicted on the prisoner’s body disappeared after a short amount of time.

The captive lifted his head slightly, the long bangs of hair sliding away to reveal the bottom portion of his face.

Thin lips formed into a twisted, monstrous grin. The upper row of teeth that protruded over the bottom set was comparable to that of a shark’s layered sets of incisors. The Intel Gathering Team collectively stared at the monstrous mouth with disgust.

“…Bodt?” Kuhn, the third member of the Intel Gathering Team, spoke up.

“It can wait, K,” Bodt whispered.

“Just so you understand…” The voice was laden with an accent of foreign origin. This was the very first time the captive spoke since he was brought in. The three men stared at the subject with disbelief. “…There was never a need to be so hostile with me, Mister Bodt.”

Up until that point, the prisoner used laughs to communicate the amusement he experienced in the midst of torture.

“Your ‘interrogation’ tactics lack the vigor to break me. Humans are capable of so much more. If anything, you’ve been going easy on me, haven’t you?”

“Now you’re getting chatty?” Bodt narrowed his eyes.

The creature paused as he pondered what would be the best response to the imposed question. “I had no reason to talk to my prey in the past. Now, I realize there are some topics we could discuss. First, consider the possibility that your team is not inflicting enough pain—”

The prisoner’s head was heaved sideways. Bodt extracted a heavy baton, slamming it across the prisoner’s skull with a sickening crunch. Bodt’s strength was not to be discounted, despite him being significantly older than the other two members of the Intel Gathering Team.

“We’ve studied your species for decades. You can feel pain!” Bodt snarled. “Don’t bullshit me!”

The creature leaned forward, even though his movement was restricted. The braided steel cables tying him down constricted more, crossing his arms tighter behind his back. This movement almost tore both shoulders out of their sockets simultaneously; yet, the prisoner did not exhibit any form of anguish.

“Who would’ve guessed that Mister Bodt could be so narrow-minded? Have you ever thought that humans interpret ‘pain’ oppositely than we do?” The prisoner belted out a hearty laugh, saliva dripping out of his mouth as he spoke. The wound inflicted from the baton fracturing his skull was nearly healed as the flesh and bones were fusing back together.

“What the hell is this thing?” Kuhn murmured through clenched teeth.

The prisoner’s long, black hair wiped back and revealed the rest of his face. The nostrils flared as he caught the scent of his prey. All three men braced at the sight of that spiteful eye staring at them with palpable loathing.

The left eye was the lesser of two evils, as it was whited out entirely. There was no trace of a pupil, or life in it for that matter. It appeared to serve the purpose of simply filling the eye socket.

The right side was the complete opposite.

Like a sea of blood, the entire eye was screeching red with a single, large black void in the middle that provided sight for the monster. Within that void of darkness was a raging fire. Flames violently roiled within the dark whirlpool.

Bodt’s heart skipped a beat.

In that moment, the senior interrogator sensed that the red eyed beast projected a far more dangerous aura than any other in the past. This was the first case in the team’s history where a red eyed monster proved to be absolutely unbreakable.

“Bodt! This thing’s energy reading is sky-rocketing!” Kuhn brought up a device strapped to his forearm. The screen was bordered with a rapidly blinking red frame. “How can this be possible? It should be starved and exhausted, and yet!”

“Ah, my Rutem energy must be finally leaking out.” The prisoner shook his head, seemingly disappointed with himself. “It can’t be helped, but before I get carried away, I will give credit where credit is due. The three of you deprived yourselves of rest to break me down. If anything, you all did a splendid job of getting my attention.”

“Your attention?!” Holt thundered.

The prisoner cracked a toothy grin. The machines that immobilized his arms began to hum with greater volume. An unexpected counterforce was overcoming the winches. The insistent clicking was an indication that the gears were starting to slip.

“Yes, but the time has come to stop this game.” The monster leaned forward even more. “The part where you thought you were ever in control of me.”

The senior team member clenched his teeth, readying his baton for another strike. “I’ll bring in someone that will definitely get you talking.”

The creature smiled, its red eye almost glowing.

“Am I worthy to have Jason summoned? The last Wielder in existence? To remove him from the battlefield for my sake…”

The red eyed beast took a deep breath, savoring the moment.

“…You have to be really desperate!”

The integration officer bit his tongue. The monster had called Bodt’s bluff by name.

“I’ve said it a thousand times for a day and a half! Russia! Village full of corpses! What were you damn Chromas doing in those woods?!” Bodt boomed.

The previously quiet environment was now in tumult. The prisoner laughed with such volume that Holt and Kuhn both took a step back, confused by this humanoid’s erratic behavior.

“Russia? So that was the land I was in?” the captive pondered.

“Answer the fucking question!” Bodt shouted, drawing his sidearm and pointing it at the prisoner’s head.

“Why should I have to tell that tale?” The detainee smiled with confidence, his gaze veering away from Bodt toward the narrow window situated next to the heavy door. “They were there with me too.”

• • •

“How much longer is the shithead going to drag this out?” The older HAWK member pulling guard duty rubbed the tiredness out of his eyes, slumping over in his chair. The two personnel outside of Intel Gathering Room No. 2 were waiting for their long shift to end. The younger man stood up to press his face against the narrow window located next to the metal door. He keenly observed the three men of the Intel Gathering Team carry on with their work.

“Fascinated, Domingo? Those colored-eyed monsters are truly the children of the devil,” the older guard verbally prodded his junior.

“‘Fascinated’ is not the word for it, Simmons.” Domingo sighed, still in utter disbelief of what he was witnessing. “They’ve been trying to break this thing for thirty-six hours. What’s taking so long? The red-eyed ones break in no time with Bodt on duty.”

“A lot of factors go into their mental fortitude, but their resilience mostly depends on what they know.” Simmons sighed. “The monsters do have resolve, given they have something to hide.”

“Oh, shit.” Domingo stared down at a monitor, glancing at the steadily rising number that mirrored the results on Kuhn’s wrist-mounted computer. “How much more strength does that damn thing have—?”

A chill ran up Domingo’s spine. The red eye’s leer darted away from Bodt and locked on to him. Taking a deep breath, Domingo pushed away from the wall.

“What is it?” Simmons stood up, grabbing for his sidearm. He rushed next to Domingo, staring through the window. “Did something happen?”

“No! Nothing happened! That Chroma just looked right at me—that’s all.”

“Eh? A Chroma spooked you? Come on, Domingo! Get a grip.” Simmons placed the sidearm back into his thigh holster. Before he turned away, Simmons glanced once more at the prisoner.

I’ll admit—it can be unnerving when those things stare at you, Simmons thought. What goes on in those heads—wait!

The guard realized the truth. The Chroma was not staring at Domingo or him. No, the monster’s gaze reached out farther behind them. Slowly, Simmons turned around.

Standing in the doorway leading to the hallway were three silhouettes. They were the same species of humanoid as the prisoner. Their unannounced arrival made it seem as though they had materialized out of thin air.

“Domingo,” Simmons whispered without looking away from the newfound threat. “We’re fucked.”

Domingo reached for his pistol. “How the hell did they get in here without their energy signatures being detected?”

Given this particular scenario, there was no possible way the humans could defeat the Chroma. There were only two options left to choose from - go out fighting, or be slaughtered like screaming swine in a butcher house.

“Got my back?” Simmons smiled bitterly.

“Forget your back. We’ll be plenty busy in the front.” Domingo nodded, turning on heel and pointing his gun in the direction of the incoming danger. Each one of the silhouettes possessed a glowing white left eye and a royal purple right eye. The three creatures grinned with murderous intent as they leaned forward. The pistols were fired off in quick succession.

• • •

“What the hell was that?!” Holt yelled as he heard the muffled gunshots coming from the other room. Bodt clenched his teeth, spying out the blood splatter on the narrow window next to the metal door. He already knew what happened, but couldn’t understand how an assault on the facility transpired without a single alarm being tripped.

“Your first mistake, Mister Bodt.” The prisoner gleefully stared at the agitated, older man. “You failed to gather enough knowledge of your enemy. Doing so would have prepared you for our counterattack.”

Bodt’s body was shaking, but not from fear. He was furious that he was outsmarted. “I never would’ve imagined that a red eye would be the end of me.”

“Your second mistake—Mister Bodt—is that you assumed.” The prisoner shook his head as if disappointed with Bodt’s performance as a HAWK operative. Without warning, the prisoner drew his arms back to their natural resting position, tearing the restraints without any effort.

Holt and Kuhn both drew their pistols, pointing at the prisoner who was now free of his fetters and standing up from the chair after kicking off the restrictors binding his legs. Bodt drew his weapon, albeit with some reluctance. There was a bitter smile plastered on his face. The mystery behind the beast’s ridiculous resilience was finally solved.

“You’re not a red eye.” Bodt shook his head, clenching his teeth.

“More or less.” The prisoner took a step toward the group of men, the red color in his eye fluctuating as he approached.

The metamorphosis played out as if a bucket of liquefied gold was dumped into a washbasin of blood. The metallic properties mixed with the crimson red until the entire eye settled as molten gold. The pupil was now a brilliant white. It had become an alabaster orb surrounded by a moat of melted, precious metal.

“You are a smart man, Mister Bodt. Unfortunately, you realized my true identity too late. But here is some parting advice … Golden eyes can trick humans by mimicking weaker forms.”

Ascending the hierarchy of the colored-eyed humanoids, starting from red, progressing to purple, and arriving at the top with the gold, the three men finally understood why there was so little known about the golden-eyed creatures. It was a miracle if a person had the opportunity to record the data and have it sent back before they were never seen again.

The heavy, metal door swung open, slamming against the concrete wall with a thunderous crash. Both Holt and Kuhn turned to face the new threat while Bodt stared down the golden-eyed Chroma. The humans were surrounded.

“Kayto! Why did you have us hold back for so long?” one of the purple-eyed Chroma called out to the prisoner in the monster’s native tongue. The guards’ blood from the mutilated corpses left in the previous room covered the purple-eyed monsters’ mouths as they spoke with a series of nonsensical, melted syllables.

“The timing wasn’t right—remember that I had to cover your Rutem with mine so you could slip in here,” the prisoner named Kayto joked, conversing back in the monster’s language. “What are the Red Tigers doing?” Craning his head, he let his long, black hair drape to one side.

“The Red Tigers are tracking Gentaro Mori. They will have him cornered and captured by the end of this day,” one of the purple-eyed Chroma spoke up.

“Even I have made the mistake of underestimating the Tigers’ abilities.” Kayto chuckled, shaking his head and looking at the three humans who held him in captivity for the past thirty-six hours.

“Let’s tie up some loose ends.” Kayto switched back to English so that his next meals could comprehend their impending doom.

“Fucking shit!” Bodt glanced at the young men behind him. “I should’ve caught on sooner!”

“This isn’t the time to bitch, Bodt.” Holt smirked, keeping his pistol pointed at the purple glowing eyes in front of him. He rubbed the wedding band on his ring finger with the opposite hand as he held the pistol.

I’m not gonna make home, love … Please forgive me. Holt smiled painfully, picturing his beautiful wife’s smile one last time. After his silent farewell, Holt’s expression hardened, portraying his building anger. “The gates of Valhalla are opening for us, gents! Let’s all have a drink on the other side!”

As a mentor, Bodt could not be more proud of his subordinate’s battle cry.

“It was an honor!” Bodt screamed.

Three pistols fired.

The prisoner and his lackeys dashed toward the middle, absorbing the bullets that barely packed the power to penetrate their robust skins. Naturally, the humans were overwhelmed within a blink of an eye, their chances of inflicting any damage on the monstrous humanoids next to none. However, the team refused to die having done nothing. Their fighting spirit carried them through their final moments.

The day of the team’s fall arrived unannounced, as the walls were drenched in red.


PHASE 02

Cipher Break

Two weeks ago.

March 3rd, 2037. Local Time 03:27

In the desert, near the Arizona and Utah state border.

1.

The adamant ticking of the timer that was perched on the desk nearly drove the young man mad as his sleep-deprived eyes stared at the exceptionally bright computer screen. He ran a hand through his disheveled hair. The fraying edges of small, sticky bandages on his fingers caught some of the strands toward the back of his head. His eyes slowly widened as the delayed pain signals finally registered in his mind.

“You know what? This is what they call ‘karma!’ This is what I get for being cocky!” Phillip Delgado groaned as he leaned a little to the side, supporting his upper body with a propped-up arm and a hand under his chin. He kept staring at the screen, sighing deeply by exhaling through his nostrils. The exhaustion that stemmed from his lack of sleep was taking its toll. “I bit off way more than I could chew.”

Three weeks prior, the right-wing department of NanoXLabs called a massive employee meeting at the Southern Californian location. It was an assembly that Phillip was planning to skip. He read the fine print of the new policies when the packet was first released. Oddly enough, he read it throughout the night into the next day, taking some sort of eccentric interest in the otherwise bland material.

“Come on! I need you at the meeting, Phil!” Jake Cardinale, a work colleague, urged Phillip before their lunch break was over.

“You need me to hold your hand, Jake?” Phillip raised his eyebrow as he reached for his bag, getting ready to leave from the cafeteria straight to his car. His plan of getting home early was being threatened by Jake’s relentless nagging.

“Just keep me awake! Our Lead told me he’s going to write me up for ‘being unprofessional’ if I doze off again! How does everyone else stay awake through those meetings?” Jake complained.

“For starters, you’re not getting enough sleep! Two, you should be paying attention to those policy update announcements. Looking at the fine print, I realized that I was being cheated out of money because I went with the ‘auto-fill’ option on my policy choice entries last year,” Phillip grunted.

“You mean the optional program that puts in suggested choices for you?” Jake stopped waving his hands suddenly and stared at his friend in shock.

“Come on, Jake! Don't act so surprised. The company is obviously going to give people these opportunities to screw them over.”

“Okay, how much ‘swindling’ are we talking about here?” Jake asked, reaching for his favorite calculator.

“I did the math. It's about two dollars every paycheck that the company takes back.” Phillip nodded, a bit of pride in his voice.

Jake's expression dropped as fast as the calculator.

“You read the fine print, the one that has been projected to take fourteen hours to get through, just to save yourself two dollars per paycheck?”

“It's not the amount. It's the principle,” Phillip replied with an air of superiority.

“All right then, Mister Principle. Can you bring your nickel-diming ass to the meeting and help a friend out? All I’m asking you to do is to kick me in the foot every now and then.” Jake was almost pleading.

“You carrying on with your whining doesn’t change the fact that I’m about to walk out. In fact, my respect for you is dwindling with each moment this conversation continues.” Phillip threw his backpack on and turned to leave the office.

“Fine, but honestly! What are you going to do in the meanwhile, Phil? Are you just going to stare at the wall in your apartment? How’s that any different from going to that meeting?”

Phillip stopped in mid-step. Raising an eyebrow, he slowly turned to face his friend, hand tightly gripping the shoulder strap of his backpack.

“What are you on about?”

“Phil, let’s be real, you don’t do much outside of work—but please don't take that the wrong way.”

Phillip thought he always held the “superior” side of the conversation between the two of them. This was the first time in three years Jake said something that completely struck Phillip speechless.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Phillip muttered.

“Since you started working here, I can’t think of a time where you missed a deadline. Your work is always beyond neat. You never complain about anything—but the one thing that sticks out about you is that you never talk about your home life. Every time we have a group chat with the crew on lunch break, all you can seem to talk about is work! In all the time I have known you, I don’t even know if your parents are alive,” Jake said in a low voice.

Wow … so Jake can be perceptive. Phillip drew a sharp breath.

“Listen, all I’m saying is that maybe we should hang out after work. Hey! How about this? We can hang out right after the meeting. Grab a bite to eat, go to the bar, and pick up chicks! Maybe go out to the range to shoot some guns? I don't know! Anything other than work?” Jake shrugged.

“I … I guess.” Phil sighed, dropping his backpack by his feet.

If there were two things that Jake absolutely loved more than anything in the world, it had to be guns and women, in that order.

The two young men left the giant conference room where the policy meeting was held. However, Phillip’s beeline to escaping was interrupted when someone's hand rested on his shoulder.

“Phillip Delgado! It’s been a while!” the friendly voice called over the general bustling of the front reception area of the company building.

Phillip froze in his tracks. That voice belonged to the man he respected above all others. The young man spun around to see the middle-aged face of NanoXLabs’ CEO.

The last time Phillip saw Clay Maxwell face to face was when the CEO disguised himself as a recruiter. Little did Phillip know at the time in that interview some years ago that the CEO of an international corporation would be attentively listening to him ramble on about his senior project in college. Of course, it was difficult to suspect Clay Maxwell’s prestigious status at that time, since he was disguised in a sweater vest, hiding behind a pair of coke bottle glasses.

“Y-yes! It has been a long while, sir!” Phillip responded, his voice a little shaken.

“Did you enjoy the meeting? I’m encouraged to say that the meeting was educational … however, personally … I would’ve excused anyone sleeping through it. I was struggling to stay awake.” Clay sighed, dodging the other people who were weaving their way out of the giant meeting room and filing out to the parking lot. It was no wonder why some of the people didn’t recognize their own CEO. The most powerful man in the company was wearing the exact same white lab coat garb that everyone else was wearing.

“No! It was fine! I’m glad I went.” Phillip’s unsettled demeanor couldn’t be any more obvious.

“All right, I’m glad that you did make it to this meeting,” Clay said with a slight side-glance that was directed at Phillip. “Would have been a shame if you left early.”

Phillip audibly gulped.

What did he mean by that?

“Jake! You made it to the meeting, too! You don't look nearly as tired as usual!” Clay laughed, reaching over and slapping Jake on the arm.

Jake let out a nervous chuckle as he rubbed the sore spot where he was struck. One particular trait that set Clay apart from other CEOs was the close interactions he shared with his employees. Most CEOs from other companies would have no idea who was who in the vast pool of workers.

Phillip tried to conjure up reasons as to why Clay behaved in a way that some people considered “unfitting” for a man of his caliber. The only explanation that Phillip could come up with was Clay’s age. He was more than likely in his mid-thirties, which could explain the more active style in his boss’s daily routine, but did not quite cover Clay’s choice to associate with his company’s “grunts.”

“Phil, I wanted to speak to you about an important matter. If I could have ten minutes of your time in a quieter room, that would be splendid,” Clay said in a warm voice, rubbing his hands together.

Phillip shot a glance toward Jake. What could he have done wrong that would warrant a one-on-one with “The Man”?

Before Jake could reassure him that all would be well, since Phillip never did anything wrong, Clay threw his arm around Phillip’s shoulder and began leading him away. “Splendid! We’ll be right back, Jake. I just need him for a little bit.”

Clay led Phillip away to a small meeting room in the far wing of the building, closing the door behind him. “Based on our interaction during your interview, you know how I operate, Phillip. I’m straight to the point. So, I want you to head a new project.”

“New project? Sir!” Phillip was completely caught off-guard. “If I may, I think that my Lead would be a better choice to start on a new project.”

“Questioning my decision making? Bold, and I respect that.” Clay kept his voice low and cool.

“N-no! I just don’t understand why you would assign me to head a project when my Lead has far more experience,” Phillip tried to explain his thought process.

“I gave it much thought, but honestly, all of our Leads are not … well, how do I put this?” Clay pondered for a moment. “They do have the experience, but they’re also rooted in a certain way of thinking, you know? They have their methods, and it’s set in stone that way. Understand?”

“Yes … sir.” Phillip slowly nodded.

“I need someone with an open mind,” the CEO said, glancing at Phillip momentarily before pacing back and forth. “Someone who is not ground in a set way of thinking. Someone who is eager to innovate.”

“I’m that person, sir?”

“I know you’re that person.” Clay smiled, chuckling toward the end. “A while ago, you and your friend Jake were having a small discussion about how viruses and bacteria all have a particular characteristic to their genetic structure.”

Phillip swallowed back the gasp that threatened to escape.

How did his boss know about that specific conversation? A small bead of sweat ran down Phillip’s forehead.

Did Jake tell Clay … or is Clay monitoring us?

“You also said that this characteristic could be an exploitable trait, eliminating the microbial threat against humans.”

“Yes. While conducting research under the scopes, I made some observations that could support my theory. The ‘Cipher Break,’ as I call it, is a discontinuity in the RNA code of a virus. I can utilize that anomaly as a reference point. From there, I can design and cultivate a counter-virus that doesn't target the cells of the body. It would only react with the harmful virus, fuse to its polarized, mirrored half to nullify the virus altogether. After doing some digging, I realized I could produce these ‘counter-viruses’ with the genome manufacturing machine that the company procured from Oscion,” Phillip replied.

There was a remarkable relationship between the CEOs of the two companies. Clay Maxwell of NanoXLabs was best friends with Calvin Frost of Oscion. However, their rivalry eventually drove a sort of wedge between them after years of competition. Clay could only assume when the machine arrived one day on his doorstep that it was Calvin’s way of burying the hatchet. However, the peace offering merely collected dust, occupying half of a storage room, given its enormous size.

Once Phillip began to dig around in the genetic engineering field, he happened upon this colossal, medical wonder. It was precisely the machine he needed. The apparatus cultured microbes, extracted samples, and was even able to reconfigure strands of RNA and DNA.

“You propose that any disease can be defeated, simply by creating a counterpart of it?” Clay narrowed his eyes as he folded his arms across his chest.

Phillip remained silent, slightly dipping his head. He was aware that his theories sounded more logical in his head.

“It’s very outlandish—but it’s an idea! You said there is even some evidence to back it up … and you don't even mention it to your Lead? Do you mind explaining that to me?” Clay tilted his head slightly.

Phillip’s hands were trembling as he stood there with nothing to say. What could he say? What was the best explanation? At any rate, silence was not an option. Balling his shaking hands into fists, Phillip raised his head.

“Sir, the reason I withheld sharing this was … well, I wasn’t sure how to pitch it to my Lead. Please understand how ridiculous this theory sounds to a person who has had their hands in virology for two decades.”

There was a brief silence.

Clay seemed to be studying his young employee as he carefully turned over each and every word that came out of Phillip's mouth.

“Is that all?”

“No,” Phillip continued. “At one point, I began to think that my own idea was out of reach. It is something so far out there that … I myself cannot exactly understand all of the underlying mechanics—”

“Wrong,” Clay interjected. “How can your idea be out of reach when it hasn’t been tested? The fact is that you were just half-heartedly talking about it. You lack conviction.”

“Yes, sir.” Phillip nodded. “I'm sorry, sir.”

“No, you’re not sorry. I’m sorry—for you.” Clay sighed. “If you think you are on to something, then take the initiative and make it a reality. That's why NanoXLabs exists, Phillip! This company did not get here with people staying silent.”

Clay abruptly clapped his hands together with an ear-splitting pop! He swiftly moved to one of the far corners of the room. Turning his back to the wall, he faced Phillip with a penetrating gaze.

“Now, the project that I want you to lead is the one that will be testing your concept. I’m going to give you lab space and hands to work with you in developing your viewpoints to see if it goes anywhere.”

“Mister Maxwell! Y-you mean—you want to back the research for the Cipher Break?”

Clay nodded with a satisfied smile.

His life was changing so fast; Phillip was becoming unsure if the event he was observing was still reality. He fumbled more, his hands twitching involuntarily. "B-but, Mister Maxwell, I-I just got past being the greenhorn!"

Clay closed the distance between him and Phillip, slamming his palms on the table and sticking his head out, their faces inches away from each other.

“Phillip, let me ask you a question,” Clay whispered, even though it sounded more like a hiss to Phillip. “Just how do you think I became the CEO of this company?”

Most people at the company accepted that Clay Maxwell was simply next in line for the throne with the recent passing of the previous CEO. Of course, this was not the answer that Phillip wanted to present to his boss. After a brief moment of hesitation, Phillip cleared his throat.

“I believe you gave it your all to get to where you are now,” Phillip answered without breaking eye contact. “Blood, sweat, and tears.”

Clay's eyes narrowed as he studied the face of his subordinate. He pulled away from Phillip, grunting as he turned his back for a moment.

“You hesitated.” Clay turned, facing Phillip again. “Are you sure that’s your answer? Or are you trying not to sound bad in front of your boss?”

Sweat drops began to run down Phillip's neck.

This guy is too sharp!

Clay's ability to pick out the most miniscule of details that revealed a person’s true intentions was uncanny.

Suddenly, Clay sat back down on the edge of the desk as if a wave of exhaustion overtook him without warning. He put a hand over his eyes as he tried to suppress the unannounced headache.

“Look, I got to this position by taking risks. I could’ve lost everything a few times over before I managed to get where I am. With that said, I encourage you to take some risks and get your hands dirty.”

Phillip nodded, understanding what his boss was saying.

“Sir … a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Why are you investing so much in me?”

Clay cleared his throat. “I have seen enough in this field to understand what you’re saying about Cipher Break. My personal opinion speaking here … What you are saying could be possible.”

“You believe me, then?” Phillip asked, eyes shining and heart lifting in his chest.

When Phillip told Jake about his theory, Jake's only reaction was a laugh that lasted about three minutes long. Which was just enough time for Phillip to make an exit from the room. He hung his head in shame for sounding like a zealous fool who dared to think outside of the box. Ever since then, he kept his ideas to himself.

“I believe in results, but I have faith in your abilities, Phillip.” Clay smiled. “Why do you think I hired you? During the second interview that I sat in on, I could tell there was a lot of potential that you’ve barely tapped into. So, are you ready to dig into what you are truly capable of?”

Phillip hesitated, mainly because he was basking in the joy of finally being recognized as a person with a new idea instead of being ridiculed as a fool.

Two weeks after that handshake , Phillip was given access to restricted areas, a new lab space, and workers assigned under him. Per Phillip’s special request, Maxwell made it possible so that Jake would be transferred to the same remote work location with him. Together, they initiated the process of putting the Cipher Break Theory to the test.

Since Jake was an advanced programmer prior to the job at NanoXLabs, Phillip coordinated with him and a crew of programmers to construct software that worked in conjunction with the microbe constructor from Oscion. The program directed the machine to analyze a microorganism sample and break the components down for analysis. After a week, the program was assembled. Once the code was finalized, the sequencer provided visual representations in the form of strings of colored boxes. Ribonucleotides were lined up and scrolled across the screen until the entire microorganism was thoroughly evaluated and categorized.

In two weeks, Phillip dissected and cataloged six different strains of the common cold virus with the program. With the data in hand, Phillip went to create a Cipher Break for each of them. Although human trials were prohibited for the time being, animal trials were already underway and looking promising.

With the advancements in medical technology in the 2030 era, paired with handling the obstacles with this new method, headway was being made at lighting speeds. However, the progress came to a grinding halt when the seventh pathogen was introduced to the lab for analysis.
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Phillip’s head nearly hit the desk.

His overworked body was endlessly attempting to shut down. He caught himself at the last moment, the muscles in his neck and back pulling taut. He grunted a couple of times, running his hand through his messy, dark hair again.

“This shit is going to take me to my grave.” Phillip’s frustration was amassing at an accelerated rate. After sending in the report of six successfully countered viruses, Clay dished out a challenge that Phillip wasn’t prepared for.

Instead of working with a well-known virus that had decades’ worth of research to reference back to, the CEO introduced a brand-new virus for Phillip to analyze.

The young man’s newfound pride clouded his judgment. He arrogantly accepted the challenge without thinking about the potential walls he could run into and promised a deadline that was looming in the near horizon.

“If I can't make this work, my reputation is going to go up in flames. The boss is going to have my skin.” Phillip began to bite what was left of his nails. The money invested into this project had far too many zeroes in the number to only be a flu shot substitution. This project had to yield greater results.

Glancing at the screen and watching the same unsatisfactory results pop up was starting to drive Phillip mad. The screen was decorated with a matrix of colored rectangles that were zooming from the left to the right side of the screen. It was a complex code that depicted an electronic representation of the tested RNA’s structure.

Phillip watched the green and blue rectangles zoom by with a glazed-over stare.

“I’ve broken this down several times … several? Make that at least a hundred times! I damn near memorized the millions lines of code, but the reference point to build the Cipher Break is nowhere!”

Phillip slid his keyboard aside and slammed his elbows on the table, grabbing at his hair once more. He clenched his teeth as despair settled in.

No, I can’t get frustrated. I’m just looking at this the wrong way!

Phillip tried to clear his tired mind. His muscles relaxed as the tension suddenly loosened. He raised his head slowly, his eyes wide with fear.

“What if—there are pathogens that don't have the reference point for me to create a Cipher Break?”

This notion was within the realm of possibilities.

The Cipher Break was such a new concept; there was no telling if it had limitations. Not to mention, the pathogen in question was one that really had no history or research on it.

Or, maybe Jake’s program has more bugs?

“No, Jake’s program is good,” Phillip muttered to himself as he picked up the keyboard that he pushed aside, relocating it in front of the display and beginning to type commands with haste.

“Okay … we potentially have a virus with a genetic makeup that is completely seamless. There are no ‘breaks’ where I can manipulate the structure…” Phillip continued to talk out loud as he observed the colored rectangles flying across the screen.

RIIING!

The sudden blaring sound nearly made the young scientist jump out of his chair.

Phillip normally used the timer to remind him to make a mandatory visit to the outside world for a breath of fresh air and some sunlight exposure. However, this alarm was set up to remind him to complete a different yet equally specific task.

He set up a small experiment in the other room that could point him in the right direction of solving the daunting job. That was his hope, at any rate.

Placing his hand on the small glass panel next to the door in the far end of the lab, Phillip watched a line of light travel up to his fingertips, then back down to the bottom of his palm. His name spelled out on the small display accompanied with a small chirp; the door’s locks disengaged.

This isolated, stand-alone compound was situated in the middle of the Great Basin desert. It was built about a year ago for the purpose of experimentation with live viruses. The Cipher Break Project was the first development to be held at the location. The secluded location was perfect for experimenting with some of the world’s most lethal diseases. It was a fundamental requirement for each building to be airtight. The only way in or out was going through airlock passages with double doors.

Before he entered, Phil slipped into the HAZMAT suit that hung on a small hook to his left. The corridor connected to another building that was a short distance away. The light leaking from the small window of the door at the far end of the hallway gave just enough visibility to guide Phillip through the dark hallway. The door opened with a hiss before he closed it behind himself.

Beyond the dissecting tables ahead of him, on the far wall, was a giant rack of cages that held dozens of mice.

Phillip walked by the cages containing the small rodents that were inoculated with the first six prototype Cipher Break counter viruses. After comparing their symptoms from yesterday, all six rodents appeared to be healthy.

Phillip exhaled slowly, looking at the small monitors by the cages and writing down the values of the vitals. The young scientist tapped the pen on the small screen. He could hardly contain the joy and excitement when he saw that his idea was bearing fruit. “Maxwell was right. I just needed to see if it works … and believing in myself a little wouldn’t hurt…”

Still, he couldn’t stop to indulge in self-accomplishment of the previous, successful tests. This was not the reason he came here. Instead, he pushed himself forward.

As he walked by the seventh cage, Phillip came to a stop. The rat that was injected with the unknown pathogen was kept in this container.

What the hell?

The rat was not only dead, it was flipped onto its back and it appeared to have been sucked dry of all body fluids. The hairs on its body were rigid, as if it would crumble to dust should it be touched.

Phillip released the latch. The unit slid out with a loud hiss. Although he was slightly concerned with the pathogen going airborne in the room, Phillip had the ability to run the vent. A complex air filtration system could vacuum up all the air to sanitize it before releasing it back into the outside world.

He grabbed the small body with his gloved hand and relocated it to the metal-top table where one of the dissection stations was located. Phillip prepped to remove the skin with a dexterous movement of the scalpel.

The catch was that there was no peeling of the skin. The underlying subcutaneous layer of hide had wholly bonded to the tissues below it.

“Weird…” Phillip grunted as he put a little more muscle into the tug. The skin finally tore free. As he removed the pelt from the rest of the body, he noticed that the fur was ripping like paper.

“The skin appears to have fused with the tissue underneath it. It cannot be removed unless a significant force is applied. When I did apply force, it tore off in shreds instead of peeling.”

Phillip recalled the conversation with Clay as they concluded their brief discussion addressing the hand-off of the new pathogen to be used for research.

“A new pathogen? I’ll take the lead on that, sir.” Phillip had nodded with confidence, the one thing he normally didn’t have.

“Full disclaimer, the place we took that sample from was quite a mess…”

Phillip blinked, returning to the present.

“So … the pathogen appears to have completely changed the cellular structure of the host that it occupies,” Phillip began to connect the dots. “Targeting the skin…” Through the one tear in fur that ran down the side of the body, Phillip took a closer look at the exposed ribs.

Something else was off.

Phillip’s eyes widened with surprise.

He quickly began to tear deeper into the rodent. The muscles beneath were shriveled and lime green in color. After a short while, the core of the animal was uncovered. Normally, the center was supposed to be filled with organs that were undergoing the process of decay after death.

Instead, the core was filled with a lime-green paste.

No … no!

Phillip lost his grip, dropping the small corpse onto the table below. The impact of the carcass hitting the surface splattered the lime-green paste in all directions. The scientist quickly dove under the metal table to extract the large jug of sodium hypochlorite. Twisting off the cap and generously dumping the active disinfectant, Phillip ensured the surface contaminants were destroyed. Phillip flipped on the giant ventilation cleaning system, circulating the air through a five-stage purifier.

Quickly flying into the small isolated shower, Phillip vigorously rinsed off any contaminants that had stuck to his suit. After he was certain he was sterilized, he ran back into the airlock corridor. Phillip hurried back to his desk after tearing off the suit.

“No! This can’t be happening!” Phillip began to yell.

His tired eyes were now wide open, adrenaline pumping through his veins. He began to type madly on his keyboard. The rectangles started their ritualistic, mad dash across the screen. Phillip's eyes darted from box to box, looking for one specific piece in the strand of RNA.

Phillip couldn’t claim that the Cipher Break was one hundred percent his idea. For years, Phillip was avidly following his icon in the medical field: Gentaro Mori, a renowned Japanese doctor of virology. He was an ambitious genius who dared to be untraditional, despite the mocking the conformists would hurl at him.

Doctor Mori’s “outlandish” ideas spread far and wide in subject, but the two particular concepts that Phillip directed his company’s finances to research were the development of the Cipher Break and to uncover the possibility of a group of pathogens that Doctor Mori labeled as Idenshi o Kaeru. Since Japanese was not Phillip’s first language, he decided to label them as “Alter-gens” for his own convenience.

Although there was never any evidence proving the existence of Alter-gens that Doctor Gentaro Mori theorized in his published research papers, the man’s words were like religious scripture to Phillip.

It was Doctor Gentaro Mori’s unconventional theory that helped spark the idea in Phillip that crafting a counter-virus specifically engineered to neutralize the harmful virus in the body without attacking the cells of the body was possible. However, the concept of Alter-gens, a destructive pathogen capable of modifying the cells of a body to the point that it could bring about a complete metamorphosis, was no longer sounding out of reach. The outcome from the seventh rat that was exposed to the unknown pathogen was certainly pointing in that direction.

Phillip took a deep breath.

“Complete altering at the cellular level? Could the skin and liquefied organs of that rat prove that the Alter-gens can exist?”

The rectangles stopped scrolling, a familiar message box appearing to notify the user that the program had no more data to analyze.

Hold on. How could the software find a sequence it wasn’t initially made to find?

Phillip clicked on the menu option and began to add a new category to search.

After rifling around in some of the documents he’d accessed from the archives of Mori’s research, Phillip’s quest to cross-reference began to take place. Once he made a chart to decipher some genetic codes, Phillip began to type in the chemical composition of the elements that he deduced from Doctor Mori’s published documents as searchable components.

He took another deep breath, then pressed the “enter field” function.

After a moment, the code analysis restarted. He sat for a tense five minutes as the shapes whizzed by on the screen. It was the first time in his life that Phillip was hoping he was wrong.

“Come on … come on! Tell me that I’m way off—!”

BLEEP!

A different message box popped up. This was a notification Phillip had never seen before.

New Compound Found.
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“N-new compound?” Phillip stammered. He pressed the “next” key. The display zoomed somewhere in the middle of the code. A single yellow box, jammed in between all the other shapes, interrupted the now stationary blue and green pattern that he had seen for weeks.

Phillip sat up straight as a nervous laugh escaped from him. “This isn’t a virus. This really isn’t a freaking virus!”

Just outside of the laboratory, several SUVs rolled up to the building, the roaring of the engines dying down as the vehicles were shut off. Several men jumped out, clothed in HAZMAT gear and carrying empty shipping crates. The group of a dozen men marched to the building, using their access to open the air lock.

SLAM! HISS!

Phillip let out an audible yelp when the secondary air lock door that came from the hallway was opened noisily. Men clothed in their protective gear came in, slamming down containers and taking everything that was within their reach. Phillip backed away from his station as he observed this unknown crew of men begin to vacate the contents of the lab.

“Hey!” Phillip suddenly charged one of them, assuming the intruders barged in to steal data.

Phillip speedily approached a man who was bent over a moment ago to stop the extraction. The man stood up, easily grabbing a hold of Phillip. He picked up the young scientist, slamming him down onto the ground without a moment of hesitation, and for the first time in his life, Phillip experienced the pain and anxiety of having the wind knocked out of him.

Oh … my …God! Phillip choked.

“Nick! Let him go!” Clay Maxwell’s booming voice filled the lab. All activity came to a grinding halt. The man let go of Phillip, backing away.

Phillip had never been happier to see his boss.

“Do you ever go to sleep?!” Clay rolled his eyes. “Come on, you need to get out of here!”

Mister Maxwell?

Phillip was relieved to see a familiar face, although he did not have the mental energy to start drawing assumptions of why his boss was breaking into the lab. Phillip pushed ahead to reveal his discovery.

“I can't leave! Not yet!” Phillip stood up, catching his breath and dusting himself off. “I’ve made a discovery with the sample you gave me!”

All heads snapped in Phillip's direction.

Clay's face was tight, but still composed. “Phillip, we will talk about that later. Go back to your barracks…”

The frustration of being silenced when he had something to say drove Phillip to do something he never thought he was capable of. Taking a deep breath, Phillip looked his boss right in the eye. “I'm not going anywhere! Not until we talk about this!”

There was a flicker in Clay's eyes. “All right.”

“As far as I can tell, there is no Cipher Break to counter the new pathogen. That’s because it’s not a virus. It’s a—well, the long word for it is Idenshi o kaeru, but I call it an ‘Alter-gen.’” Phillip braced for impact.

Clay raised a skeptical eyebrow. “…And just what the hell is that?”

“In theory, it’s a pathogen that overtakes living cells and mutates them, forcing a sort of rapid evolution,” Phillip said with self-assurance he didn’t know he had. He almost scared himself with the certain tone of his own voice. “I know what that sounds like … but I have data and evidence now.”

A brief silence overtook the room before the murmurs began to rise from the men moving the research and equipment.

“So now we have Alter-gens … and you’re telling me that your Cipher Break is useless against it?” Clay sighed. “So there is no way to defeat this thing?”

Sweat began to roll down Phillip’s neck again. This time, the perspiration soaked into the yellowing collar of his once-white lab coat.

Before he could reply, he was struck by a flashback of himself as a child, standing next to a hospital bed while a feeble, trembling hand held his own. The person in the bed was withering away, their mouth opening but no words coming out, while tears streamed down Phillip’s young face.

If he didn’t follow through to pursue his ambition, Phillip would never have the ability to fulfill unsaid duty. He would rather die than break the silent oath he made on that fateful day.

“Perhaps there is a way to defeat it! Mister Maxwell, I propose we immediately begin research for Alter-gens—!”

CLICK!

The hammer of a gun engaging echoed throughout the silent room.

The pistol was pointed at Phillip.

Clay narrowed his eyes as he lined the young man up in the weapon’s sights.

“AH?!” Phillip choked.

“Phillip, truth be told, we knew. Well, kind of knew. The situation is that there was an entire village that was wiped out from that very same pathogen that I gave you to test. I agree that what we are dealing with is not a normal disease. We figured it was some kind of a biological weapon and we wanted to reverse engineer it.” Clay’s voice was flat, emotionless. “That’s where you came in. I knew that to a certain degree the program you created could at least analyze samples of pathogens to an extent. However, there is no point in reverse engineering anymore. There is a high chance it might flare up somewhere else, if it is a weapon.”

The formerly friendly persona of the NanoXLabs CEO was nowhere to be seen. Had that been some sort of false front? Was this gun-handling sociopath the real Clay Maxwell all along?

A biological weapon?! Phillip screamed in his mind. And here you are, holding me at gunpoint?!

“We’re initiating more aggressive measures to contain this threat. Thanks to your past contributions, we have narrowed down what direction we need to go in,” Clay said with a trace of appreciation. “Now you’ve arrived at a fork in the road, Phillip. You see, there are only so many people who can know about what’s going on. We have to keep it out of the world’s eye to avoid global panic.”

Clay Maxwell wetted his lips, pausing for a moment.

“So, you can stay at a secure facility near the disaster zone where this all started. You will be researching and combating the disease with the rest of the world’s professionals. The other choice is that I shoot you right here. We cannot afford to have someone leaking out information. That could cause fear … and that only spreads diseases faster.”

It wasn’t what Clay said that sent a shiver down Phillip's spine, it was the way his boss was delivering the conditions of living or dying with such a calm expression. There was absolutely no emotion in his voice. Clay had become a soulless monster.

“I’ll do it. I have a promise to keep!” Phillip straightened himself, shrugging off the ever-growing abnormality of the situation. Although you telling me the conditions, there’s really only one choice to be had!

Clay disengaged the hammer of his pistol and tucked the weapon behind him in the belt. “That’s the Phillip I know. There are some clothes for you to change into when we get into the jet. We’re heading out in fifteen minutes, so grab what you need to get your job done. Are you ready to uncover the truth, Advanced Projects Officer Delgado?

The ride in the SUV to the municipal airport was surreal, since Phillip ended up staring down the barrel of a gun and sighting the fabled category of lethal microorganism known as “Alter-gens” and was on his way to getting shipped out to his next assignment outside of the country.

This mysterious pathogen managed to wipe out an entire village, leaving no one to tell the tale. Later on, Phillip would learn that the settlement was near Rygozy, Russia. However, all of that seemed so distant as he nodded off in the backseat. The thirty-hour work shift finally came to a grinding halt.


PHASE 03

Underground Graveyard

Present Day.

March 17th, 2037. Local Time; 17:15

North American Continent, in the state of Montana.
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Buried five stories below the Flathead National Forest was a secret facility. This vast, underground tunnel system interconnected several highly secured rooms. The walls were composed of reinforced concrete with steel-plated ceilings and floors.

The formerly well-lit hallways were cast into utter darkness, as the generators for the facility were powered off. Formerly light-gray, concrete walls were now splattered with red splotches of spilt blood. Filtered, fresh air had grown beyond stale with the stench of rotting flesh proliferating throughout the halls filled with corpses. This place was the picture-perfect scene for the slaughterhouse of Homo sapiens.

The metal door leading from the upper-floor staircase was left halfway open. A beam of light came through the gap. Other beams of light appeared shortly afterward, moving about rapidly and jumping from the blood-splattered walls to torn-off limbs that were left in front of the door’s threshold.

A swift shadow darted across the door opening, taking shelter on the other side of the reinforced frame.

Ten silent seconds passed before the high-powered light fixed on the rifle was pointed to illuminate the long hallway beyond. The piles of spilled gore on the ground presented a slipping hazard.

The man pointing the light executed the first move, gliding past the door that was halfway open and weaving his way through the first twenty feet of debris before coming to a halt. John Kubovics, captain of the Ninth Force and leader of the specialized team, led his men into the fray.

No longer indulging in the calm before the storm, John’s small group filed through the door when his signal of a raised fist turned to a waving motion.

It was a five-man raid team, trained specifically to be dropped in, complete a mission, and then vacate. Five minutes after their drop, the team already covered half the distance to the objective.

This site, which harbored so much death in its halls, was officially known as the Intel Gathering Facility.

Each of the five raid team members was outfitted with the best that body armor technology had to offer. Lightweight, damage-nullifying, gunmetal-gray plates overlaid the skin-tight under-suit. The armor’s plate design, shapes, and placement provided mobility and protection unlike any precursor model.

The Aeonian Armor System was tested for the past six months of missions and its performance exceeded all expectations. The system was capable of neutralizing compounding amounts of battle damage that would be fatal for the operator to sustain.

Keeping that in mind, John knew better than to entertain the notion that he was near invincible. After all, the reason he was sent here was that there was no one else who had better chances of completing the mission. Although he had his equipment, experience, and the highly trained team behind him, there was always a chance that he could come back in a box. Of course, that was assuming his dead body could be distinguished from all of the other mangled corpses that were left to rot.

The five-member team arrived at a small, cube-shaped room, slipping past the open door silently.

The lights fixed to the end of their rifles were now pointed at the lone entrance to the chamber. One of the team members typed on the keyboard that was set in front of a dimly lit display. Thankfully, the terminal had a back-up internal battery that kept the machine online.

“Almost set, captain. Fifteen seconds,” Dougie “Smokey” Spagnolleta remarked, his bloodshot eyes peering through the orange visor of his helmet. The progress bar on the screen slowly filled from the left to the right.

“Affirmative. Stay sharp,” John instructed, watching the door with the light pointed into the darkness.

Crouched in front of Kubovics was twenty-five-year-old Gunnar “Steeljaws” Trygstad. He aimed his weapon closer to the ground, providing more coverage of the hallway.

Steeljaws’ long, silver-white bangs pressed against his forehead. The helmet was securely fitted to ensure protection for his skull. His robin-egg blue eyes looked cautiously into the vast darkness of the hall. Thinking of all the corpses they stumbled over on the way to this room almost made him lose his cool. Steeljaws quickly reset his emotions. He couldn’t lose his self-control now.

“Located the control of the facilities’ power grid,” Smokey spoke over his shoulder as he pulled up a window with the map of the underground tunnels. The captain confirmed his suspicion with a glance before returning his attention to the hallway overtaken with darkness.

“Can you turn on the power and energize the security doors from here?” Steeljaws asked over his shoulder.

“Don’t you think the shit would already be on? The physical breaker has to be thrown to provide power for conveniences like security doors. I’ll need you guys to go here…” Smokey pointed to a square on the map about three hallways away. “At this location, you will find the switch. Once you throw it over, I will be able to electronically control all of the relays in the facility from here.”

“It will be done,” a female voice spoke up.

She was second in command of the team, mirroring John’s position of covering the opposite side of the hall.

“Zoe, take point! Steeljaws, fall in!” John nodded in approval. The female operative gave a quick nod, taking the lead with Steeljaws in close pursuit.

They made a brief exit from the control room into the hallway. The facility was likely full of traps, but John had faith in his two students. There were only a select number of creatures that stood up against Zoe and Steeljaws in the past and managed to crawl away in one piece before the two skillfully took the threat apart.
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“This was supposed to be a HAWK-secured facility? Looking more like the Chroma did whatever they wanted without any intervention,” Steeljaws muttered, keeping an eye out. His primary firearm, one of the best weapons for close-quarter combat, was the coveted UMP-45.

“We’re supposed to be filled in with what happened here and everything related to the classified operation by the end of this recovery mission.” Zoe nodded, holding her weapon, a Kriss Vektor loaded with .45 ACP rounds. The weapon also featured extended magazines, glowing sights, and a strobe lamp fixed to the end.

“We’ll see about that. The brass gets stingy about giving out information.”

“If they don’t give us what we want, I’ll make sure to show the upper echelon why the Chroma know me by name,” Zoe snapped back, making it clear that “small talk time” was over.

Zoe Arsenault was always short with Steeljaws in the past, but he noticed something was different as of late. After her marriage, Zoe’s behavior - and fighting style - started to change. Because they were raised together, no one quite knew Zoe’s defining traits like Steeljaws did.

When they were younger, Zoe was notorious for her insatiable desire to fight anyone and for impeccable skill at laying out opponents twice her size. Once she grew up and acquired over a hundred confirmed Chroma kills on her record, she received the prestigious tattoo on left her arm that only a few before her ever attained. In short, she was a professional killing machine. Yet, that all changed when she met that “special guy.”

Zoe was now far more cautious and tight-lipped, compared to the old days.

“Young love,” Steeljaws chuckled. “You’ve been moody … Did your hubby forget to call you?”

Zoe’s shoulders stiffened for a moment, but she extinguished the burning feeling of embarrassment. “Gunnar—drop it. We have bigger shit to focus on.”

Looks like he forgot to call Zoe…

The young man kept the rest of his opinions to himself. When it came to prying into Zoe’s thoughts, there was a certain line Steeljaws knew not to cross.

The two stopped in front of the designated room that Smokey had placed the navigation marker on. Footsteps were soft and breathing was hushed as they approached. The lack of red-eyed Chroma was starting to make him uncomfortable.

“Nice and slow—death could be hiding three feet from us in the dark,” Steeljaws whispered.

Zoe reached one hand behind her to extract a small, sphere-shaped object. She rolled the ball into the room by hooking her arm around the corner.

On the inside of her helmet’s faceplate was a Heads Up Display (HUD), which was linked to the object she tossed into the room. Once the scan from the device was complete, a three-dimensional projection of the room was displayed on the HUD for her to analyze. The small power cell located behind the thickest part of the chest plate powered the onboard computer inside of her helmet.

The polygon shapes of human bodies materialized in the image overlay of the room in Zoe’s HUD. They were crouched, holding weapons and pointing them out the door. She braced as she realized two out of five human-shaped polygons were rushing the door.

“Contact—!”

BRRAT! BRRAT!

A wall of bullets whizzed by as the barrels of submachine guns flickered with fire.

Body powered on adrenaline, Steeljaws jumped back, pushing Zoe out of the line of fire and shielding her with his own body. They both retreated to the closest place that offered some cover. From where they hid behind a corner, the line of fire could not reach the two operatives.

“Still kicking?” Steeljaws exhaled sharply, glancing down to where he shoved Zoe to get her behind cover as soon as possible. Even with all of her prior experience in battle, she appeared to be a little shaken.

She caught her breath in two cycles, flipping Steeljaws the bird enthusiastically.

A female computer voice spoke straight into Steeljaws’ ear. He studied his HUD, noticing the small, blinking icon toward the bottom of the screen.

“Status,” Steeljaws spoke softly, the built-in microphone in his faceplate listening for the input and processing the command with the onboard computer in the armor.

“Armor integrity, ninety-five percent. Damage detected in the right forearm plate. Health is minimally impacted. No immediate medical attention is required. Remaining power, ninety-eight percent,” the female computer voice rattled off Steeljaws’ newly acquired battle scar.

Just our luck … Steeljaws clicked his tongue.

Zoe slammed the back of her helmet against the concrete wall with a loud clank! “Out of all the shit that could hit us and it has to be friendly fire?!”

3.

John was still posted up in his spot, covering one side of the door. The longer the captain stood still, the more his body began to ache. John despised the constant reminder that his days of killing Chromas were slowly drawing to an end. There were only so many years left before it was his time to retire.

“Getting sore, Kubovics?” the man mirroring the captain asked, glancing over at him. David “Roadblock” Shubert was the fifth member of the team. He served as the squad's medic.

“Not a chance! Keep your eyes on the door, not me!” the captain barked out.

Despite his attempts to maintain focus on the task in front of him, a thought kept weighing in on the captain’s mind. The Chromas that Commander Jones warned him about were nowhere to be seen.

The Chroma not showing up means that they’re either waiting in ambush or we’re too late to catch up. Not that killing them was the primary objective, John thought as he slowed his breathing to calm himself. He wasn’t anxious; he was determined to kill the monsters responsible for this slaughter.

The Intel Gathering Facility was officially closed down two months ago, after a purple-eyed Chroma broke out of containment and ran rampant throughout the facility. Fortunately, the beast didn’t harm a single person, though it did destroy key reinforcement points in the underground structure.

After a HAWK unit was sent in and successfully stopped the rampant Chroma, the structural engineers assessed the damage done to the facility. The final word was that the structure was condemned. It had become a hole in the ground not safe enough to salvage. Kubovics, with his vested authority, prohibited further operations to take place at the location.

Yet, the captain was now wading through a fresh, gory mess in a facility that should have been vacant, with no explanation from the higher ups how this happened in the first place.

Why was Jones being so secretive about something that was supposed to be handled by me? This place is under my authority. John was ready to punch a hole in a wall, not caring that the structure was made of rebar-reinforced concrete.

The head of the HAWK, Commander Matthew Jones, was a force to reckon with, for the past fifteen years after he assumed the prestigious position of leading the HAWK on a drawn-out campaign against the Chroma horde.

The HAWK ranks were well-known for having a plethora of personality conflicts. Matthew and John’s interactions were no exception to that trend. The only view the captain of the Ninth Force and the commander shared was their mutual hatred for the color-eyed beasts.

“Sitrep, Smokey,” the captain growled.

“Nothing to report,” Smokey replied. “Hey, captain, can I light one up real quick?”

“Come again?”

“Permission to smoke?”

“Do you want to die?” John retorted.

“I don’t see any Chroma, just thought it would be all right to lift the lid off the helmet, ya know?”

“This place is not secured. Now, if we get no feedback from those two in thirty seconds, we all pack up and go. Understand—?”

BRRAT! BRRAT!

John’s statement was drowned out by the thunder of gunfire in the distance.

“Gunnar! Zoe!” John yelled into his headset. “What’s going on?!”

“Captain - there are survivors in the room with the main breaker. As you probably heard, they’re armed to the teeth. Gunnar got a hit on his arm. Unfortunately, he’s going to be fine.” Zoe’s acidic tongue was potent as ever.

John sighed in relief. “I don’t care how you do it, get them out.”

“Permission to be ‘flexible’ with the extraction methods?”

“Just get those people out—alive. Recovering the data drive is now the secondary objective. Safely evacuating the survivors is our number one end game,” John barked over the comm.

“Heh, no wonder why you’re the most loved and … most hated captain in the HAWK,” Steeljaws chipped in his two cents. “Loved by those under you, hated by those above you.”

“Ego-stroking can wait! Get it done!”

“Aye, sir!” Steeljaws and Zoe called out simultaneously.

If I can help it, I’m getting to the bottom of this mess without relying on Jones, John thought.

If the captain’s concentration hadn’t been so preoccupied, he might have heard the dripping of saliva hitting the floor. The mouths and rest of the bodies were concealed in the darkness of the unlit ceiling.

4.

“We’re the Ninth Force of the HAWK! We are tasked to escort—!”

BRRAAT!

Steeljaws brought his head back behind the corner. All of this calamity would attract any predator; therefore, Zoe was on guard duty while Steeljaws attempted to inform the survivors that they were being rescued.

“We’re making too much noise!” Steeljaws flexed his shoulders for a moment, trying to suppress the building tension. The last thing he wanted was to sound desperate. If he did, no one would trust him.

“Keep reasoning with them. They’ll come around. I’m sure of it!” Zoe breathed sarcasm.

She knew full well that the surviving personnel must have been stricken with so much fear that they were beyond saving without using some force. Her captain’s “soft” methods would often irk her, mainly because Zoe’s style was far more destructive. John was known for his organized process to get a job done, while Zoe was more inclined to chaotic measures.

“You’re one of the Chroma!” a woman from the room cried out. Her voice was shaky, the tone suggesting that she was becoming hysterical. “You’re mimicking HAWK to trick us!”

More bullets were blindly fired in Steeljaws and Zoe’s general direction.

Chunks of concrete were chipping away from the corner of the hallway that Steeljaws would occasionally poke his head out to get a visual. After the thunder of weapons died down, the clanking of empty brass shells rolling on the floor and the unstable breathing of the frightened occupants in the room were the only audible sounds.

“I guess we’re Chroma now.” Steeljaws grinned.

Next to him, Zoe was still leaned up against the wall, looking both ways to ensure they wouldn’t be ambushed. She let out a sigh, clearly not as entertained as Steeljaws was.

“I hate to admit it—but it would be nice if Jason showed up,” Zoe whispered under her breath.

The name belonged to an individual who held the highly regarded title of “Wielder,” a unique warrior who was far better suited to overcome this setback than anyone, including herself. Zoe hated that fact, but when it came down to it, she could not allow her pride to reject help when it was available. However, Jason was tied up with other business. It was up to Steeljaws and her to get the job done.

“Well, there are two ways of doing this. Keep talking and eventually we might all end up dying by shooting each other, or the Chroma make an appearance and finish us all off. So how about we change up the game? We can stun them with a flashbang. That way, we can save them without ‘accidentally’ massacring them,” Zoe growled.

“I thought we were going to go about this … elegantly.”

“Human history as the reference, when has being ‘elegant’ ever worked?”

Steeljaws formulated an answer before realizing the rhetorical nature of the question. Fed up with the waiting game, Zoe pulled up her comm unit and tapped directly into John’s headset.

“Captain, negotiations are a dud. Permission to engage with force?” Zoe huffed, her temperature rising on par with her anger.

“Do what you absolutely must, but allow me to emphasize that killing them is not an option! If it comes down to it—you take the bullet. Your armor can handle it. They cannot die,” John warned.

“Giving us orders to use our armor as shields? You’re certainly too generous, captain.” Zoe sounded genuinely grateful. “I’m not promising anything. Whatever happens—happens.”

Zoe was the one grinning this time, a sparkle in her eye.

Gripping the firearm tightly in her hand, the HAWK fighter moved up right behind Steeljaws.

“Out of the way!”

“Wait up, Hellcat.”

“Would you quit it?”

“You don’t like your nickname, Zoe? I think it’s special!”

“No, I’m perfectly happy with my real name! Now spit it out! They’ll get rowdy soon,” Zoe replied, peeking her head out from the corner for a moment with the IR sight on. She caught the signature of a person leaning out from the room and pointing their weapon down the hall.

“Try not to enjoy yourself too much.” Steeljaws raised an eyebrow, leaning his head to the side.

“They shot you, Gunnar. Friendly fire or not, that cannot go unpunished,” Zoe chuckled, holding up a finger close to her visor, waving it back and forth slowly.

“Churning out bullshit excuses to justify hurting people is definitely something you would do in your spare time.” Steeljaws turned to watch for an ambush while Zoe set up for the maneuver she had to perform. There was only one chance to get it right.

“I do have other hobbies besides that, you know,” Zoe replied, snatching a canister from Steeljaws’ belt. “Not many, but I do have other ones.”

For Zoe, there really was no other place than being in some sort of conflict. Steeljaws was relieved after he surmised what was transpiring in Zoe’s head.

I guess some things don’t change—even after marriage.

“Hey, assholes! We were going to walk you out, but you’ve made a mistake! You shot my wingman!” Zoe yelled out from behind her corner of the wall.

“Don’t come any closer! We will kill you!” The reply was a shrill cry.

“Yeah, okay!” Zoe laughed as she examined her weapon one last time. There was no room for a simple error. She had to be ready in case the flow of events escalated out of her control. Weaving her thumb through the pull ring of the flash bang that she took from Steeljaws, Arsenault kept light on her feet in anticipation.

An unexpected reply came back from the room. The voice’s tone was different from before. The person sounded defeated and exhausted. “Before we are compelled to kill you, I’m telling you this—we have a package.”

Zoe’s hand twitched as she mentally analyzed the response. She gritted her teeth, legs locking up.

“John, did you hear that?” she hissed, the grip she exerted on her weapon’s handle intensifying.

“Yeah, I heard it off your mic. It’s going to be a shit fest, Zoe. Good luck.”

This was no longer a confrontation between two groups of the same side.

The people in that room weren’t warding off the HAWK reinforcements because they were convinced this was the ploy to kill them. There was something else in that room. The survivors were trying to deter Steeljaws and Zoe from clashing with whatever was hiding in the darkness.

Zoe pressed her back against the wall, taking a deep breath and turning to look at her wingman.

“The Chroma are behind this.” Steeljaws narrowed his eyes, clenching his teeth. A painful memory from his past was threatening to worm itself out of the crevices of his mind. I should know. This is pretty much how I earned my nickname.

“Is this like … that one time?” Zoe furrowed her eyebrows, trying to block out the most gruesome details of that encounter. “I thought the last time was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing.”

“This is an abnormal situation. The Chroma are not hunting for food, they are pulling off some kind of complex movement. They went as far as letting the humans have guns to shoot at us. So, what’s our plan? Throwing a flashbang in there is pretty much the same as throwing a handful of shit into a spinning fan.”

“Based on their response, I gather that the group is going to do everything they can to protect one person, which is about the number of personnel that we would be able to get out of here in one piece.” The muscles in Zoe’s legs tensed up as she mentally mapped out the best possible path.

The reality of it was that a single moment of hesitation could result in death. A sharp pain stabbed through Zoe’s heart.

The day she met her husband Drew was the only time she felt more vulnerable than she did now. The fact that she was wearing one of the world’s best armor systems didn’t subtract from the fear of dying. And yet, she didn’t fear mortality in the conventional way. She was more worried about what would happen to those left behind, instead of how she was taken out of this world.

What would Drew do if I … died?

Zoe cleared her mind and focused on the objective. Her rage stirred as her pupils shrank once again. I’m not going to die! I have someone waiting for me to come home!

Zoe was ready to explode in fury for allowing her emotions to sway her as much as they did. That was one part she despised when it came to loving someone. There were times she felt so exposed and fragile, but in some ways, Zoe began to find a hidden strength within the crevices of such a dismal weakness.

Zoe belted out a throaty scream, lunging out from her hiding spot and bringing up the gun in front of her, finger on the trigger and ready to fire at the first thing flying out of that door. She didn’t have to worry about friendly fire this time. The last thing she was expecting was a human to run out of the room in one piece.

The hallway was about to be Chroma hunting grounds.

Lights seated in the steel-plated ceiling suddenly turned on, nearly blinding Zoe and Steeljaws. The visors in their faceplates compensated for the sudden rush of light, adjusting their eyes to the bright environment.

Gunfire erupted once more, but this time, all of the shooting was kept inside of the room where the manual override was located. The roars of hellish beasts echoed in the hallways. A cold chill ran down Steeljaws’ back as his ears caught the sound. He covering Zoe’s six, weapon fixed to his shoulder as his eyes stared down the sights. The two-man cell covered the distance quickly as the gunfire began to die down. Human and monstrous screams intermixed within the bloodbath. The mingling of both species’ blood began to pour over the small threshold of the door, slowly trickling out into the hallway.

One of the monsters suddenly stumbled out of the room. His body was riddled with a dozen gunshot wounds that were concentrated in the torso, but it stood tall - a disgusting show of arrogance.

The creatures, named by the HAWK as “Chroma” because of their colored eyes, were often mistaken to be human at first glance. However, previous battles taught Steeljaws these creatures only shared a similar appearance. All other traits between the two species diverged after that point.

Steeljaws charged, unloading the rest of magazine into the creature’s upper torso. The Chroma’s face, mostly concealed by its long bangs of hair, was exposed enough to reveal that the mouth had formed into a terrifying grin, fangs overhanging the bottom row of teeth.

The warrior skillfully placed the last three bullets into the Chroma’s head. The red-eyed beast’s body snapped back as the rounds penetrated its sickly white flesh.

Reaching for the equipment strapped to his lower back, Steeljaws grabbed the handle of his knife. He extracted it, approaching at a low angle and positioning the blade to land an uppercut attack.

In the final moment before the gap was closed, the Chroma brought its head back, the red eye locking onto Steeljaws’ visor. With the long bangs flipped out of the way, the rest of the face was revealed to the world. When Steeljaws was first introduced to these monsters, he would frequently freeze from the glare of the red eye. After years of grueling training, he forgot how to falter while trapped in that crimson leer.

The Chroma cackled, right before Steeljaws’ blade pierced through its red eye and broke past the back of its skull. The two bodies hit the ground with a cascading thud, the Chroma on his back while Steeljaws remained crouched over him. A fire ignited in Steeljaws as he planted his boot on the throat of the Chroma’s motionless body after standing up.

The knife was yanked out with some resistance, tearing out small pieces of gray matter. After he’d whipped the dagger back and forth, the body fluids that clung to the blade were flung off.

This was not the deathblow that was required to take down a Chroma. The attack provided a significant hit to stun the Chroma, making the killing significantly less difficult. Positioning the knife a little to the left, above the sternum with both hands gripping the handle, Steeljaws slammed the knife right through the bone and pierced the heart.

The Chroma’s body violently jerked as limbs flailed.

“Going in!” Zoe yelled, leaving her wingman behind and charging into the small room. The walls, originally light gray in color, were thoroughly stained with splotches and red and black blood. The floor was littered with human and Chroma bodies. The battle between men and the beasts was over just as fast as it started, both sides felling each other.

The couple of monsters that refused to die were severely slowed down after being shot numerous times. Zoe finished them off by putting three bullets into each of the half-dead Chroma’s chests.

A young woman was huddled in a corner. Her body shook violently, not daring to make a single peep.

“Room’s secure! Get up! We’re leaving!” Zoe informed the girl while reloading her Kriss Vektor with a fresh magazine. Steeljaws came in a moment after, standing next to Zoe and covering her back.

The young woman’s eyes were cracked wide open, glazed over as they stared at the boots of the two armored figures standing before her. The shock from witnessing and surviving the bloody event had rendered the young woman temporarily motionless.

“If we keep standing around, we’re gonna die! There are more of those waiting for us!” Zoe raised her voice, extending her hand to help the young woman to her feet.

The young woman suddenly tucked her head between her knees as she let loose a high-pitched wail. Trembling hands shot up to the sides of her head, grabbing a hold of her shoulder-length blonde hair.

Zoe cursed under her breath, withdrawing her helping hand and shaking her head.

“T-They were—!” The woman stopped her wail, trying to communicate with the HAWK members. “Before you showed up, t-they began to eat my friends! The monsters ate them!”

Zoe turned to look at Steeljaws. He couldn’t see his wingman’s face hidden behind the full helmet, but he exactly knew which expression she was making.

As the nickname “Hellcat” suggested, Zoe not the type to exercise gestures that could be classified as “warm and gentle.” She thumped the young woman’s head with her gloved hand in an attempt to break the panic episode.

As a result, the woman nearly folded like a collapsible lawn chair from the overwhelming force behind Zoe’s hit. She grabbed her head again, this time because of the throbbing pain pulsing throughout her skull. Small tears began to collect in the bottom of her eyelids.

“This shouldn’t be news to you that the Chroma eat humans!” Zoe yelled, grabbing the girl by the wrist and yanking her up to her feet.

The first attempt to coerce her into the standing position ended with failure. The young woman crashed over onto her knees, sprawling out on the metal-plated floor. Her conduct was striking Steeljaws as odd.

He understood that just seeing a Chroma was more than enough to absolve all sort of bravado. Witnessing the beasts eat a human only intensified the response. Nevertheless, there was a peculiarity about her behavior. What was causing this complete “deadweight state” was not exclusively from beholding horrific events transpire.

Something else happened…

“Hold on, Zoe,” Steeljaws cautioned as he approached, letting the sling wrapped around his torso catch his short-barrel rifle.

“Any bright ideas? Because knocking her out cold and dragging her ass out of here sounds like the only feasible option. She’s going to attract everything in here.” The young woman’s inability to adapt to circumstances was starting to reach a point where Zoe was going to use bodily harm to get the young woman in line.

Zoe maintained the steel-trap grip on the young woman’s wrist. The hostage seemed to pay no heed to that fact that half of her body was being lifted off the ground. She was more preoccupied with concealing her face.

Steeljaws pried Zoe’s hand off and lifted the faceplate of his helmet so that his face was visible. He raised an eyebrow and gave a smirk to his wingman. It was the non-verbal signal for Zoe to disengage and allow Steeljaws to give it a go.

“Make it quick,” Zoe growled.

The armored figure nodded, taking a knee in front of the young woman.

“Hey … my name is Gunnar. From what I gather, your team had the same idea as us, and that is to get you out of here in one piece. Now, you have to do your part and help us out by keeping up. Can you do that?” Steeljaws’ voice was soft and comforting. He had to be docile. Between the battle and Zoe’s confrontational tactics, the young woman was subject to undergo cardiac arrest.

The girl muttered, slowly raising her head. “I-I…”

It took every ounce of Steeljaws’ willpower to keep his expression the same, even after seeing what happened to the girl’s face.

Zoe did not exercise the same amount of restraint.

“Those fucking Chroma…” Zoe muttered as she turned her head away a little, averting her gaze.

The bottom portion of the girl’s face was drenched with blood. Little pieces of flesh stuck to the edges of her small lips. Her jaw trembled as she blankly stared on.

“They chewed up my friends’ bodies … and then v-vomited it down m-my throat! I—!” The young woman choked, doubling over and puking out the contents of her stomach.

Zoe’s insides churned. Force-feeding a person to eat human meat was a sacrilege of the highest order.

“You’re not the only one,” Steeljaws said in calm voice, rubbing the young woman’s back.

“Huh?” Caught off-guard, the unfortunate victim wiped her mouth as stared curiously at the man who revealed his face to her.

“I told you my name was Gunnar. The name that most people call me by is my nickname, Steeljaws,” he told her in a matter-of-fact kind of voice.

Zoe turned away to watch the door, weapon in hand in the event there was a Chroma hiding, waiting for the opening to strike. She wasn’t sure whether that was the actual reason she decided to face away or the guilt that compounded in her heart when she heard the story behind the nickname Steeljaws earned. She wasn’t about to rule out either, but distracting herself was far less mentally taxing than facing self-reproach associated with how Gunnar became known by his nickname.

“A couple years back, I was in the same bind as you were. Surrounded, held as a hostage by the red-eyed beasts.” Instantly, the young woman’s fear that seemed to be permanently imprinted in her eyes vanished. Her face expression shifted to that of wonder.

“I could only watch as they ate my friends. There was nothing I could do to stop them. Then one of them turned to look at me with this … creepy smile. They decided to play a little game. They wanted see how much human flesh they could cram into me before I hurled. One of them approached me. He was coming to pry my mouth open while the others brought handfuls of what was left of my friends.”

The girl was seemingly attached to every word that left Steeljaws’ mouth.

Steeljaws grinned, glancing down to spot the woman’s last name stitched into the front pocket of her uniform. “You know what I did, Miss Belfer?”

“What? What did you do?” she asked intently.

“At the last moment, I got one of the Chroma’s fingers caught in my mouth. I bit down as hard as I could. Let’s say he did not appreciate that. So I ended up spitting out my front teeth and a severed Chroma finger after they landed a couple of hits. The Chroma I bit took his revenge by breaking my jawbone. The rescue HAWK team got to me right before I was finished off. Because of the way that the Chroma broke my jaw, a complete reconstruction with steel reinforcements was used.”

Knocking his gloved knuckles against his lower jaw, a dull metallic clank was heard. “All I’m saying is, be glad that you’re not injured. Granted, you probably won’t have a cool nickname like me but…” Steeljaws produced a small rag from one of the many belt pouches around his waist. He began to wipe away all of the gore that clung to the delicate woman’s face. “…A good-looking girl like you doesn’t deserve to be shamed with this. The underside isn’t pretty…”

Just below Steeljaws’ jawline was a thick scar running from one ear, under his chin, then back up to the other ear. Belfer’s hands that were trembling violently earlier were now softly holding on to Steeljaws’ stationary hand. Once her face was cleaned, she leaned forward, resting her forehead against his chin. Indeed, it was solid.

“Thank you … Gunnar,” she whispered. “And call me Sandy.”

Steeljaws smiled. “There’s a ride waiting to get you out of here.”

Sandy had stabilized to the point where she became functional again. That much improvement was sufficient to successfully carry out the mission.

John’s war cry carried over the headsets abruptly as the sounds of gunfire echoed down the hall.

“What was that?” Sandy asked, jumping and clinging to Steeljaws’ available arm.

“Captain John Kubovics. The one man we’d all follow to hell and back.” Steeljaws grinned, knowing that the captain would stop at nothing if it meant saving his men. “Looks like the bastards tried to spring trap on him … but he’s the Ninth Force’s captain for a reason.”

5.

The SCAR-FN rifle blazed through the extended magazines that were stacked with 7.62mm hollow point rounds. Lying flat on the floor with his gun pointed up to the heavens, John emptied the first magazine into the Chroma directly above him. Black, sticky blood splattered against the ceiling, leaving abstract art-like splotches.

There were four of the humanoids concealed for an ambush on the ceiling. When the overhead lights came on and the Chroma’s cover was blown, all hell broke loose.

Instead of losing that precious millisecond to reload the primary firing system, John reached for the second trigger that operated a secondary mechanism. A second, larger barrel that poked out from the bottom of the SCAR abruptly unleashed a breath of fire.

John caught the second Chroma right between the eyes with 12-gauge buckshot. He rolled out of the way before the corpses slammed against the floor where he was lying. The dead bodies hit the steel plates with a loud clank, denting the metal-plated floor.

After firing another buckshot into the first Chroma, John ejected the empty shell and slipped another in the chamber. The fire breath of lead and gunpowder exploded out of the weapon. He was making sure to finish the job.

John dropped out the empty magazine from the receiver, the piece of plastic clattering onto the floor as he slapped a filled one in its place. He drew a small breath, looking around the room. Smokey and Roadblock were leaning up against the walls, holding their guns with an air of weakness.

“What did I say about staying frosty?!” John called out.

“I almost shit myself!” Smokey called back.

He began to wipe the residue off of his shoulder plate. The consistency of the Chroma’s saliva was viscous, like syrup, but the substance had the clarity of water.

“Good thing the bastards forgot to control their slobber.”

About thirty seconds before, the three men were preparing to turn the Intel Gathering Facility back on to its full function capacity, which included all of the surveillance and door overrides. That was when Smokey’s shoulder pad was doused in drool.

“Not me, sir…” Roadblock groaned while his body was doubled over with pain.

“Status report, David Shubert,” John spoke into the microphone.

The captain’s HUD shimmered as a diagram of the human body with outstretched arms and wrapped in the silhouette of the Aeonian Armor system was projected. The areas of the abdomen and right upper arm were colored red compared to the rest of the cool blue diagram. “Armor integrity, sixty percent. Major lacerations detected on the right shoulder. Puncture wound detected in the abdominal region. Administer first aid immediately.”

“Shit, Dave!” Smokey bellowed.

“Damn it.” John closed the diagram that bore the bad news, freeing up the HUD so that his vision was unobstructed.

“That bastard was just too fast for me…” Roadblock’s voice was strained.

“Smokey, power up all of the available terminals,” John ordered, making his way to the injured teammate. “After that, restore functionality of all sensors inside of the facility. Locate any remaining Chroma, and then feed it to our HUDs. Lastly, get the data link back up online and start transmitting the data of the sensors back to base and the chopper.”

“It will be done.” Smokey nodded, stepping over the dead Chroma bodies to reach the terminal he was working on previously.

“Shubert, relax,” John instructed, helping the other man lie down on the floor. “I’ll do what I can with what’s on hand.”

“John, did you have fun killing everything?” Zoe asked over the radio. “Judging by the amount of gunfire, it sounded like there were a lot of them.”

“It was an ambush, but we managed to get out of it—mostly in one piece,” John responded while opening the small medical kit that HAWK members were required to keep on their utility belt. He extracted a small syringe from the medical kit, prepping the needle and opening up the under-suit that covered Roadblock’s stomach.

“…Who took the hardest hit?” Zoe asked, her paced breathing suggesting that she was on the run. “Let me guess, it was Dave—the most qualified guy on our team to administer medical treatment.”

“That’s why we’re all taught the basics. Heads up, Dave, this is going to sting,” John warned as he pushed the needle into raw flesh. Reacting to the burn of the disinfectant, Roadblock’s lower back flexed, his body arching upward.

He relaxed after the excruciating pain slowly abated.

“I forgot how much that burns!” Roadblock spoke through clenched teeth, trying to focus on anything else besides the pain. “I’m usually on the administering side…”

“Captain, we have an update,” Steeljaws spoke up this time. “The ‘package’ we saved told me that she is a medical officer. We’ll be over in your location in a second.”

Perfect timing, John thought as he peered at the gash that stretched across Roadblock’s stomach. In a typical combat scenario, Chroma used their bare knuckles or razor-sharp nails as their main weapons. What John was seeing was not a wound inflicted by the hands of the Chroma. It was unmistakably the marks of teeth that dodged between the armor plates and pierced through the skin-tight under-suit.

Carefully maneuvering his hands, John removed the plate that partially absorbed the attack, exposing the wound to open air. The dark undergarment that tore from the bite attack peeled from the wound with ease. John wrinkled his nose instinctively even though he couldn’t actually pick up on odors with the helmet’s faceplate blocking his face. The flesh was rapidly turning purple around the site of the wound. A small amount of puss began to ooze out of the holes left by the fangs.

An instant infection?!

The hurried footsteps of Zoe, Steeljaws, and the medical officer came to a halt as they rounded the corner and caught sight of the man lying on his back with John kneeling by his side. The medical officer looked around at the slaughtered Chroma scattered all over the floor. She hid behind Steeljaws, still timid of the colored-eyed beasts, even if they were only corpses.

“So much for your bet about not getting injured on the job,” Zoe called out.

“Yes - I’m just chipper, thanks for asking, Zoe.” Roadblock chuckled, but was soon wincing in pain.

Once the young woman blocked out the sight of the Chroma bodies scattered all over the floor, she relocated by the downed man’s side, whipping out her flashlight and shinning the beam into Roadblock’s eyes once his faceplate was removed.

“What was the result of Aeonian Armor scan?” Sandy asked, preparing some tools that she had tucked away in her belt.

“A big cut on the right shoulder, and that giant wound in his gut. That’s where the Chroma bit into him,” John rattled off the damage report on Roadblock.

“Does the patient have any allergies to medications?” she asked systematically, sounding more like a machine than a human.

“No, he does not. Pump him full of whatever you have. He can take it,” John replied.

“Bite wound. Site appears to already be infected. Administering a general toxin neutralizer,” Sandy said in a monotone voice, as her hands flew here and there, getting the field operation ready.

To simply claim that Steeljaws was impressed by the medical officer’s initiative wouldn’t have been entirely accurate. Her sudden change in personality, morphing from frightened and deadweight to that of a medical professional who excelled under pressure on the job, was nothing short of spectacular. He put his hand on his hip, leaning slightly to the side with amusement as he watched her do what she did best.

“Maybe she’s not as useless as we thought.” Steeljaws grinned as he glanced at Zoe. She rolled her eyes and shrugged, nowhere near as enthralled.

“I would hope this wouldn’t be too difficult, given that this is her field of expertise.”

“Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine today?” Steeljaws raised his eyebrows. “Did Drew forget to pay ‘attention’ to you before he left on his little mission?”

Zoe took a deep breath, silently brooding on whether or not to test the full extent of Steeljaws’ armor. It was always up for debate if the system could absorb an entire magazine of ACP rounds and keep the user alive.

“While you’re pre-occupied with the ‘former deadweight’ medic, I’m trying to figure out that wound.” Zoe’s head leaned slightly to the side as she sneaked a glance just past the young woman’s shoulder at Roadblock. “What do you make of that bite?” Zoe’s left hand formed into a fist as her imagination ran wild.

“A bite wound from the Chroma? Unless you’re already stiff and they’re eating … then no, I’ve never heard of it. It’s too risky for Chroma to put their heads that close to our weapons when they can use their arms and legs to attack. This has got to be the first time I’ve seen a bite wound on someone who was alive.” Steeljaws shook his head, crossing his arms across his chest.

Since the beginning of time, the simple truth that ruled the world still held ever true: the species that was capable of adapting to change was the one deemed to survive. Steeljaws and most of the younger HAWKs felt that the Intel on the monsters gathered some forty years ago was far out of date. There was no conceivable way the HAWK had all the answers on how to defeat these monsters, but what the team was seeing was some sort of an anomaly. The Chroma were intelligent creatures. This move was just senseless violence with no positive yield.

“Hey, captain! Don’t you think it’s a little weird that all this shit went down here?” Zoe interrupted suddenly. “I mean, you get a call from Jones telling us that one of our facilities needs to be cleared out because there are Chroma running free? Not to mention all of the dead bodies! Why are the upper ranks keeping us in the dark?”

Those present shared the same thought, but Zoe had the clout to stand up and say what was on her mind. Everyone else simply trusted John’s word and proceeded to go along with the mission without a word of complaint.

“I’m aware. That’s why we’re going to escort Miss…?”

“Sandy Belfer,” the medic replied to the captain’s inquiry, still working diligently on Roadblock’s wound.

“We’re escorting Miss Belfer out of here. I’m going to make sure that the data drive gets into Jones’ hands, but I’m putting the medical officer first.” John stood up, walking away from where Roadblock was lying down.

While everyone was distracted discussing how he or she felt about the situation, Sandy dexterously produced a small re-sealable tube and extracted a small sample from the wound. She quickly tucked it away as a bead of sweat ran down her forehead, working in silence.

“Smokey, what’s the progress for the sensors going online?” John turned back to look at the man who had been cracking through codes and overriding firewalls that were activated when the system’s power was tampered with.

“Thirty seconds until the internal sensors power up and begin to scan for the Chroma signatures,” Smokey replied, lifting his hands away from the terminal. “The sensors will pick up the bastards’ energy signatures … and will conveniently display their relative positions right on our HUDs.”

“After we confirm that all targets have been eliminated, we will advance to the surface and connect with our transport. Trygstad—let our mission monitors know what the hell is going on down here. Zoe—you will branch off to grab the data drive when all other objectives are secured,” John assigned the roles.

“System is booted up, boss,” Smokey announced as he gazed at the screen. The map of the underground facility was now overlaid with blips that skirted along all the walls. There was a room full of green dots.

“We are the green markers…” Smokey trailed off as the sensors calibrated.

The screen shimmered; a lone yellow dot that was at the polar end of the facility was slowly moving along a hallway. “…And looks like we have one more unwelcomed guest.”

“Copy that. Gunnar, how’s the ride coming along?” John asked.

Steeljaws held up one finger to silence the room as he concentrated with whatever he was seeing on his HUD.

“Trying to establish contact with the chopper, but I’m getting interference,” Steeljaws growled in frustration.

“We’ll deal with that once we break the surface. Smokey, where’s the extraction point?”

“Route to our primary extraction point is currently blocked by the last Chroma. There’s a secondary exit nearby,” Smokey spoke as he navigated through the installation on the electronic map before him. “Damn it, Road. You picked the perfect time to get a chunk torn out of you—!”

BLEEP!

SLAM!

The hotheaded tobacco enthusiast nicknamed Smokey smashed his armored forearm and fist into a nearby panel. Everyone turned to look at why the HAWK fighter had lashed out so suddenly.

“Lost track of the Chroma! Target jumped!” Smokey yelled, looking up with his primary firearm against his shoulder at the ready, pointing at the entrance of the room. Mechanical switches began to pop to the open position all around the facility. Following that, the lights above that gave the team the ability to see their surroundings were now shutting off one by one. Red emergency lights flashed on and off brightly as a wailing alarm began to screech throughout the whole facility.

“That fucker targeted the lights, but we still have everything else!” Smokey yelled, slamming his fist into the terminal over and over. He knew this wouldn’t fix the problem, but it was one of many ways to release his anger. Truthfully, Smokey was three cigarette breaks behind on his quota.

John was anticipating this dreadful moment when shit would hit the fan. He had been visualizing the proceeding course of action several times, so he knew exactly what to do. He snatched up his gun that was hanging by the three-point sling. Setting the stock against his shoulder with his eye looking down the sights, he was in the combat-ready position. The move was executed on pure muscle memory.

“Move out!” John yelled. “Smokey, take Roadblock’s side! Sandy, give him a hand! Zoe, cover the front with me! Steeljaws, cover the six! We have to be ready!”

The group fell into the dictated positions. There was no time to second-guess the captain’s orders. They trusted him to make the right calls.

The Chroma suddenly jumping off the radar could only mean one thing. It was nothing like the red-eyed Chroma they had encountered during previous ambushes. This one must have had a cloaking ability that concealed its energy waveform from being detected by the sensors.

Great! More fucking surprises! John clenched his teeth.

Roadblock cried out loudly as he trudged across the floor leading out from the cramped room. Smokey held on to his left arm, holding his own rifle in his free hand while Sandy used her whole body to support Roadblock’s right side.

“Take the turn! We’re close!” Smokey motioned to take the immediate left.

Steeljaws let the others pass him and fell into line as the last man of the group, a position not freely assigned to everyone. In this particular environment, it was the role that tended to have the highest replacement rate. It was labeled the “suicidal role” of the group.

Manning this position was the greatest honor that Steeljaws believed he could attain. His hour had finally come. It was solely on his shoulders to keep everyone else safe. It was an unnerving task, considering that the enemy was watching and waiting to devour them. Still, Steeljaws knew the accompanying details with the role and carried on with pride.

Blinking red lights lining the hallways and the flashlights on the guns were the only sources of light to aid the humans with traversing the dark corridors. Steeljaws kept his sharp eyes open as the muzzle of his rifle pointed down the other direction of the hall. Luckily, the distance to connect with the second hallway to access the secondary escape route was shortening by each passing second.

While keeping his one eye glued to his iron sights, Steeljaws spotted a small movement coming from the corner of the farthest room with the other. His initial instinct was to unload the entire magazine, but Steeljaws froze, just as he was about to pull the trigger. The form shifted its position, jumping from the ground and crawling on the ceiling.

“Wh—?!”

A projectile whizzed right by his helmet; a small metallic ping rang in his ear as the object bounced off the right side of the bucket protecting his head. Caught off-guard, his balance was tipped.

A rush of confusion overtook Steeljaws for a split second.

Which was exactly how long it took for it to happen.

He opened his mouth to warn the others, but someone else’s screaming drowned out his yell.

Everyone’s blood froze in response to the pain-filled shrieking. John turned to see that Roadblock was standing up straight, legs stiff as his whole body quivered with agony.

The captain saw it. A bone spike was driven right through the center of Roadblock’s chest, piercing through the middle of his back.

A harpoon?! It penetrated through the thickest armor plate?!

John swung his gun around, his furious roar unleashed. Seeing his teammate in that state brought the devil into his eyes. The gun’s light was pointed behind the team. The beam illuminated a fine length of thread that was attached to the back end of the spearhead, tracing the line all the way up to the ceiling about thirty feet away from the group.

John’s battle cry was cut short as his mouth gaped in horror.

It had somehow attached itself to the ceiling with its four legs, while the arms were securely holding the thread attached to Roadblock’s body. The creature reared its demonic head back, a shrill screech expounding from its massive, open jaws.

The upper half of the creature had a similar anatomy to that of a human. Everything else below the waist was straight out of the pits of hell, as four, massive crab-like legs dug into the metal plating of the ceiling and kept the figure cemented. The blacked-out eyes, animal-like teeth, and scales that covered the general hard points in the body were only a few features on the list.

It gazed curiously at the people below, its head cocked from side to side, studying its prey. Then, using its arms, it wrenched on the cord with a violent jerking motion. The strength imposed was enough to rip Roadblock away, reeling his massive body backward. Roadblock shoved both Sandy and Smokey to the side so that they wouldn’t be dragged into the bloodbath.

The team below broke past their shock. They were ready to kill. Guns blazed until the hallway was bright from the muzzle flash, but it was already too late.

As soon as the thunder of guns rang out, the creature jumped down from the ceiling, dashing for Roadblock and closing the gap between the human warrior and itself. In an instant, the monstrous humanoid grabbed the spike lodged in its target and drove the spike down the middle of Roadblock’s body.

David “Roadblock” Shubert was filleted in half from the chest down, loosened organs spilling all over the floor. Sandy screamed as she covered her ears and shut her eyes, trying to block out the horrific sight and sounds.

6.

The monster’s chest was similar to a honeycomb in structure, which was where the bone spikes were being stored. At the moment, one had already been fired into Roadblock, while the other five projectiles were snugly stored in the flesh of the beast. By the time the group caught on to what the demon was planning to do, it was already far too late to stop it.

The monster fired off the rest of the bone spikes, each one arcing to punch through the bodies of the team members. Each one of the HAWK members knew there was no way they could survive a direct hit, after witnessing what had happened to their bisected comrade.

Fortunately, the spikes were slow enough for their HUD’s prediction path calculations that guided the users to safely dodge subsonic projectiles. Almost everyone was able to easily escape the threat, since they had the equipment to aid in that maneuver. One person on the team, however, wasn’t outfitted with the gear.

The medic! Smokey gritted his teeth as he came to the realization.

Smokey saw the fifth bone spike soaring to his left and arcing to intercept the young woman who had absolutely no means of surviving such an attack.

He slammed his feet against the ground, launching his own body into the path of the incoming threat. The spike punched through Smokey’s body.

“FUCK!”

Smokey dropped his gun as the pain emanating from the front of his body flooded his nerve tracks. The other spikes that didn’t hit a target were retracted in a blink of an eye. He was harpooned, his body violently reeled in. After losing a hold of his weapon, he extracted his knife and threw out his arm, weapon pointed out toward the enemy.

Smokey unleashed his rusty, nicotine-saturated war cry.

His blade ran true, hitting its mark. Aiming for the chest, Smokey penetrated the heart under the fifth rib, just under the grouping where the spikes were stored in its rotting flesh. Smokey tumbled backward as he struggled to draw half-breaths with a pierced lung. The roar of the creature was deafening.

The creature then prepared to launch the spikes it had retracted back into its chest, aiming in the direction of the team behind Smokey.

“No—!” Smokey’s shout was cut short as he threw his arms up and wrapped the beast in an embrace.

Like high-powered bullets, the spikes punched through Smokey’s armor and body like he was made out of paper. His form served just enough resistance to skew the spikes’ trajectory from reaching their intended targets. The bone spikes harmlessly slammed into the walls.

Man and monster fell over.

“Dougie!” John yelled while rushing over, knowing there was not a single thing he could do to help. Smokey was far beyond saving.

“I-I got him!” Smokey wheezed, turning his head to look up at the rest of the team approaching him. “Hey, boss? You okay if I s-smoke one last one?” Smokey disengaged his faceplate, pulling the armor away from his face. John extracted the pack and lighter from the utility belt pouch on Smokey’s side.

“You have my permission to suck down the whole pack.” John lifted his own faceplate for a moment, wanting to see his comrade with his own eyes.

“Y-You mind lighting it u-up for me, boss? Arms are feeling heavy all of a sudden.” Smokey’s lips began to tremble, as he was experiencing the coldness accompanying severe blood loss. “I never wanted a headstone and I still don’t want one. You respect that?”

After John put a cigarette into Dougie’s mouth, he reached down and gave the man’s hand one final squeeze. “You never stop surprising me, Dougie. You never came off as the sacrificial type and then you go and do this?” John lit the cigarette; the end began to burn red hot.

“I didn’t think I had it in me, either.” Smokey nodded, motioning his captain to leave him behind.

Despite the situation, John swallowed his emotions and stayed levelheaded. Allowing emotions from the loss of a comrade to affect him could cost the lives of the rest of the team if left unchecked. Before they departed, John flipped the faceplate of his helmet back down, dashing ahead to lead the rest of the team to safety.

Utilizing the red flashing lights set up in the hallway, Smokey looked into the face of the monster he had driven his knife through. It was similar to a Chroma, except for the bottom portion of its body.

Each breath he drew became more agonizing with each interval. He could still lightly puff the cigarette that John lit for him. That little burning cherry of happiness was all he was left with before his time was up.

Smokey wheezed as he began to cough up blood. He weakly bit down on the last straw of hope. The dark-red mist filled the air as his blood sprayed everywhere. At any moment, Smokey knew that he was going to be drawing his last breath. The pain that came with breathing was no longer burning his torso; instead, the cold numbness was spreading evenly across his entire body.

A mild panic overtook him, but Smokey couldn’t find enough strength to actually express his fright. It was the realization that death was finally coming to take him out of this world. A frail but confident grin came over his face. In the end, he felt accomplished with what he had done.

Soft footfalls came from the end of the hall.

Since the alarms were blaring, the limited lighting provided poor discernibility, and all the while suffering from a fatal injury, Smokey didn’t notice the second humanoid’s approach until he was standing directly over the downed fighter.

Smokey stiffened at the dreadful sight of the Chroma suddenly appearing in his blurring vision.

His pale skin contrasted with the jet-black hair that hung over his eyes like a neglected horse mane. The evil smile filled with teeth belonged to a hellhound stretched across his face. His neck was turned at a downward angle as he caught sight of Smokey’s dying form.

“You’ve earned my respect,” the Chroma spoke in English, speaking over the sound of blaring alarms. “None have even scratched my Bifol, but you managed to kill it with nothing more than a mere blade. You’re about to die, so I’ll keep this short.”

The Chroma leaned down and pulled out the knife that was firmly wedged into the creature’s chest. He peered at the blade curiously, turning it over and over in his hands. “A finely crafted weapon…” The colored-eyed beast was genuinely impressed. “The metal used to make this blade is not easy to get a hold of, now is it?”

The dying HAWK fighter’s vision was shifting out of focus as the flashing lights were consumed by the oncoming darkness.

Smokey gritted his blood-coated teeth.

“I admire your sacrifice, but if you think that you’re stalling me—you’re going to be sorely disappointed. I have several Bifol like the one you brought down closing in on remaining humans as I speak.” The Chroma grinned evilly.

Smokey figured that having a single one of these “Bifol” would have not made much sense. Of course, there had to be more.

The Chroma stuck the knife back into Smokey’s holster.

There was a sort of relief and self-accomplishment welling up in Smokey as he lazily locked eyes with the humanoid. Unlike the countless amount of red-eyed Chroma he had faced off against in the past, this particular Chroma standing before him did not possess the hellfire red eye.

It was royal purple.

Smokey closed his eyes for the last time. He finished the rest of his thoughts in his mind, no longer able to move his mouth to speak.

John, Zoe, Gunnar … tear this piece of shit apart!

The final struggling breath escaped from Smokey’s penetrated lungs as he finally arrived at his eternal rest.

“I thought that armor would be a little more durable … although it’s nice to see how effective these Bifol are against HAWK armor.” The Chroma’s eyes flashed gleefully.

The growling of the Chroma’s stomach made the monster’s face contort with discomfort. The Chroma let out a frustrated sigh as he bent down. With a little strain, he tore off one of the six limbs of the Bifol that was sprawled out on the floor. Black blood dripped out of the wound of the lacerated body part as he held it up.

Just as the Chroma opened his mouth to take a bite, he glanced back at Smokey and the fallen Bifol.

“It’s a shame that humans don’t taste good…”

CRUNCH!

7.

In the air, near the entrance of Intel Gathering Facility…

A stealth-type chopper cut through the cloudy night sky with virtually no sound signature from the whirling blades overhead.

The craft wasn’t very fast but it had the lifting power to transport a raid team, a pilot, a gunner, and all accompanying gear in the same sortie. That’s where the distinguished gunner operator sat silently at his post. The operator’s green eyes traced over the forest landscape as the craft flew in circles to avoid staying in one spot, should they be attacked from the ground.

Jim McBride was wearing his camouflage pants with a loose-fitting thermal covering his massive upper body. The only armor he equipped was a bulletproof vest with thick plates inserted in the sleeves to protect his organs. His giant, gloved hands were wrapped around the M134 mini gun’s handles; the weapon was fixed to the frame of the chopper. Turning his head, the vertebrae in his neck popped in succession. He was anticipating the call for pickup.

“Jim, you think the team is okay? They’ve been down there for a while!” Evan Morales— the HAWK’s best helicopter pilot—yelled into the comms, relaying the message through the pair of headphones.

“Aw, sure look it!” Jim replied, his voice thick with an Irish accent. “John wud not git his team into a situation dat they cud not git out of!”

“I trust John too, but based on the data that he’s been uploading as of a three minutes ago, I’m getting the feeling that even as careful as the team is, this mission might be stickier than the ones in the past.”

“Dat’s a fret,” Jim grunted.

Located just above his head was a small monitor that displayed the live feed of the facility’s sensors. The yellow dot located in the labyrinth of tunnels was revealing the position of the remaining Chroma. One of the objectives that Smokey was tasked to complete upon arrival was to repair the data link and transmit readings from the sensors in real time back to the chopper. This would aid the extraction team and inform the higher ups watching the operations on how to handle the developing situation.

“Dare shuld be only one bastard lef.”

“Affirmative. We should be getting the call for pickup as soon as the last Chroma is killed and the data drive is retrieved,” the pilot responded.

Reaching down, Jim flipped a small switch on the side of the mini gun. After hearing the distinctive clink, followed by a whirling sound independent of the chopper’s revolving blades, the gun’s six barrels began to rotate at a high rate of revolutions.

“Weapon’s hot! Ready ter engage!” Jim reported the status of his weapon.

“Acknowledged,” the pilot replied.

“Night Hawk 2, this is Overlord Alpha. Night Hawk 3 is inbound to your location, per the UN’s orders,” an unknown voice came over the comms.

“Overlord Alpha, identify yourself,” the pilot probed.

“This is Commander Hemlock. I am in charge of the 167th that will attach to the HAWK Ninth Force’s team for the operation. Their objective is to provide support and to train combating Chroma that have taken over Intel Gathering Facility.”

“…Acknowledged,” the pilot muttered, trying to hide the reservation from infiltrating his voice.

“Hemlock.” Jim chuckled. “Oi mean to turn ya away from having a whale of a time, but have your men ever seen a Chroma in person? Perhaps dis is not a merry time to train.”

“Perhaps this would be an opportune time to get them used to fighting the monsters, wouldn’t it? Last time I checked, you HAWKs are not keeping up your quota of killing off the Chromas. The rate of Chroma attacks is increasing! You’ll need all the help you can get,” Hemlock growled.

Jim glanced ahead to see that the pilot’s helmet was turned to look back at him.

“Jim, I know what you’re thinking, but please keep it to yourself.” Evan cautioned.

“Oi did not mean any disrespect, Hemlock. Dare are better opportunities ter train against the Chroma than nigh. Dis is more complicated than yer tink!”

The screen above Jim’s head began to blink.

As his eyes swept across the display, his grin dropped into a wide-eyed stare.

“Shit!” Evan shouted as he glanced at the same feed on a screen located next to the flight controls.

A green dot represented a friendly wearing an Aeonian Armor System. The group of green dots was slowly advancing when the one that was overlaid with orange, indicating an armor system that was dealt a significant amount of damage, suddenly vanished. This disappearance could only mean one thing.

“Evan! Get us back ter de drop point! Let’s not make it take donkey years!” Jim shouted, taking note that the yellow dot was closing in on the other green dots. Without warning, the yellow dot expanded to over twice its size. The size of the enemy signature was directly related to its body’s output power. A red-eyed Chroma was not capable of putting out that much power.

So it’s not a red eye? How did the poorpil disguise itself?!

“Sitrep on the data extraction status, Night Hawk 2!” Hemlock thundered.

“Tell yer men ter git ‘ere as fast as possable! We are gonna need al’ of de guns we can get!” Jim fired back, spit flying out of his mouth.

“You don’t give me the orders!”

“Sure look it!”

Hemlock paused for a moment. “I’ll make sure my men never train under you. You’re reckless. The UN will be hearing about your lack of discipline,” Hemlock said in a low voice.

“Tell ‘em Oi said top o’ the mornin’!” Jim clicked off of his microphone.

The situation turned into a race against time.

When the facility was condemned a few months ago was the last time Jim had a run in with a purple eye. A red class was formidable, but a purple class was exponentially dangerous than the lesser, crimson-eyed cousin.

That was when a strange feeling hit Jim.

The whole day started off inexplicably odd, but the most striking event was what happened during the late morning. At the time, Jim resorted to blaming it on his restless sleep from the night before. Now that he was in the situation, that uneasy feeling was starting to make sense as the cards were falling into place. Considering the group that was down there fighting this threat meant that Zoe was present, as well.

Zoe was alwus set for anythin’… Jim thought.

Can’t guarantee anything, might as well bring out the big guns! Zoe’s customary phrase echoed in the back of Jim’s mind.

That odd feeling struck him when he walked by the weapons depot right after the group left for the recovery mission. He remembered glancing inside, looking at all the weapons for a brief moment.

Jim realized that was what was off.

Jim muttered to himself, grabbing a hold of the triggers on the M134 mini gun. “She didn’t take dat weapon … did she?”


PHASE 04

Unforeseen Consequences

March 17th, 2037. Local Time; 15:00

Southern Nevada Region

1.

“Why?” A broken voice wheezed from the darkness. “Why can’t you remember me?!”

Zayde Maddox’s eyes opened in alarm, spotting the familiar white ceiling of his one-bedroom apartment. Inhaling sharply, he launched himself up into a seated position. After taking a couple of breaths to recover, he turned to look at the alarm clock on his nightstand. Zayde got in only a couple hours of sleep since the previous early morning shift.

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Zayde cast off his blanket and swung his feet over the edge, touching the floor next to his bed. As he stood up, the wall opposite the foot of his bed came to life, the white surface melting away to reveal a giant display. It was a standard feature that came with the apartment he was renting. The image Zayde selected for the wall to project was a high-resolution picture of a waterfall. The magnificent blue water that was pooled up and ready to spill over the rock cliff cast its glow all around his room.

A sense of calm washed over the troubled young man.

The recurring dream that played within the crevices of his mind always started at the same point. Endowed with a pair of feathered wings, he floated above a smaller version of earth. A frisson rattled his bones as the harmonious song stimulated his ears.

Last night, he decided to stretch his hand toward the dark oblivion beyond. Zayde discovered that his reach was limited. Trapped behind an invisible barrier, the feeling of being boxed in washed a wave of panic over him. The only saving grace was the music he heard for the past two years that could ease the sensation of being entombed.

Without warning, she suddenly appeared.

Zayde couldn’t discern her glowing face from the rest of her bright cyan body, but her mere presence brought him peace, somehow. The angel-like figure floated above him with her magnificent wings outstretched. Was it accurate to call her angel-like? He could recall two horn-like structures jutting out of her skull. Unlike Zayde, she was free to do as she pleased, as she wasn’t imprisoned behind the transparent blockade.

The harmonious song from before suddenly distorted, rapidly morphing from a pleasant tune to that of a lamenting uproar. An oppressive pressure began to circumnavigate Zayde’s body, crushing every square inch of him.

The female’s form rapidly morphed as she grew into a roaring dragon. The immensity of the beast was overwhelming as her giant maw opened wide. She broke past the blockade and slammed her jaws shut around the now dwarfed young man.

Blinking out of memory lane, Zayde turned away from the wall-sized monitor and headed toward the open space that was both the living room and the kitchen.

The apartment was nothing to brag about. It was a place that fit in the tight budget for the time being while Zayde adjusted to living on his own. It was sparsely decorated and had an air of hollowness; the warm “home feeling” could never be found in a place like this.

Zayde looked at the clock located on the wall. There was still some time before the concert so that he could cram some food down.

Before the young man made his way over to the kitchen, he crossed in front of a full-body mirror that was hung on the wall nearby. He was more or less of a lean muscle build. That considered, he could not conceive how he was able to do the amount of damage he did when he had to step in to save one of his friends from a bad situation.

He held up his hands, studying the scars on his knuckles from the event that occurred over half a year ago. He could still hear the bones breaking and the screaming of the person reverberating in the back of his mind.

Where the hell did that crazy strength come from … or maybe that was just a fluke? Naw, who am I kidding? That was no mistake.

The phone in Zayde’s pocket began to vibrate.

It was a message from his friend. The notification was blinking insistently on the screen, relentlessly coercing him to take action.

Hey, Zayde! Were you able to pull some strings to get the girlfriend and me some VIP treatment at the concert?

Wade, a friend from the high school that Zayde graduated from, sent him the text. Wade wasn’t asking for a handout, he wasn’t that kind of person. Zayde knew the harmless intent of his friend’s enquiry.

Sorry man. Just be happy I got you those tickets to get in at all.

Zayde typed up the message and sent it before slipping the phone back into his pocket. Thinking back on it, Zayde brooded, knowing that he should have never mentioned that he was invited by some of the performing artists who were showing up to the concert. Now he had to be the bad guy who turned his friends down.

Once Zayde relocated his food and drink to a small table, he whipped his phone back out and opened up his social media applications. His finger lazily slipped across the device as he weeded through the normal, everyday bullshit of drama and politics that filled the palm-sized screen.

A small block of news that was wedged in between all of the drama-laden posts caught his eye. It was one of the many thousands of articles written about the creatures that seemingly came out of a horror movie to devour humanity.

“Chroma attack occurred on the East Coast. Four left dead, HAWK intervention contained the threat from causing further damage,” Zayde read the title of the article out loud before setting his phone down and sighing, staring at the black TV screen. There was a second article right below the first one. This particular news piece was informing readers that the Red Tigers, a highly active group of Chroma, had finally disappeared from the eastern portion of the Himalayan Mountains, allowing the People’s Republic of China to take a breath of relief.

The bloodthirsty color-eyed creatures were infamous for making a meal out of humans. The only difference apart from any other large-bodied predator was that the Chroma shared an anatomy and intelligence comparable to that of humans. In some fields, they even outclassed Homo sapiens.

“Four people died … and the Red Tigers disappeared? Shit. How much longer can the HAWK keep us safe?” Zayde began to contemplate, knowing just about as much as any person who witnessed the forced unveiling of the HAWK program a couple years ago because of the earth-shattering event known as “The Cataclysm.” It was the momentous episode when the world finally learned that humanity no longer had absolute control over the earth. There was something far more menacing clawing its way out of the shadows and rushing for the top of the food chain.

“Whatever. Everyone dies. Some people get lucky with the painless deaths,” the young man mumbled to himself, finishing up the sandwich. It was bland, just like the world around him. Every aspect of life had grown to be a bother, irritating him in one form or another with the exception of one thing.

Music.

Zayde sat down on his bed, looking up at the display wall. The surface that projected the picture of the waterfall shifted as he pulled up an application to be used with the touch pad that was relocated on his lap. A dark-gray window pulled up after he launched the music composer program.

An image featuring a collage of musical instruments flew in all directions until the screen he was looking for was brought forefront. It was the window that held the “master track,” a space that compiled the collective effort Zayde sank into this project for so long.

His finger trembled slightly as the cursor floated above the “play” button.

Zayde knew what this track was supposed to sound like; he was the one who had orchestrated the seven different instruments to play in harmony, after all. This very track of music was the same piece trapped inside of his head, stuck on repeat for the past two years.

The composer paused, taking a deep breath.

His finger pressed on the touch pad, triggering the cursor to roll across the notes.

Soft music began to play through the small surround sound system hooked up to the display. Zayde’s ears drank it all in as he sighed again, this time out of relief instead of discomfort. His mind’s window opened up, allowing the mental breeze to clear out the buildup of chaos smothering him for the past six months.

Playing the song he arranged was the most effective method to reach a state of peace, but all too soon, Zayde’s brief smile turned to a scowl. Even with this tune within his reach, the frustration still clung to him like a curse. This was the one means of escape from the heartache, but even the music wasn’t one hundred percent effective. The piece he had been working on for so long was the very same music Zayde was hearing over and over in that repetitive dream. The project was initiated after the dream kept repeating for two months without missing a single night.

The lone obstacle the musician was running into was that the instruments that produced the music in his dreams were instruments he wasn’t sure even existed. Thus, he had to supplement with what was available.

“Can’t even have that, I guess.” Zayde paused the track, shutting down the wall display and walking over to his closet.

One day, I will find a way to bring that music into real life.

It was a borderline obsession that had overtaken Zayde’s being. It was far beyond just a song. It was trying to speak to him, but Zayde couldn’t understand the words yet.

As Zayde headed out the door, he could feel his face tighten from grimacing. The sun outside was still bright and bothering his sleep-deprived eyes. The sound of birds singing and children playing intruded his ears uninvited.

Zayde grumbled as he left his house, trudging over to where his car was parked. The only place he felt he could truly be himself was behind the door he had just locked and the local studio’s sound booth where he was sponsored to produce his music. The rest of the world only succeeded in making him angry.

Smirking, Zayde thought of how he was going to have to interact with some people along the way while he was at the concert. However, for a person who hated other humans to the degree that he did, Zayde was more than eager to receive their attention when he laid down the beats. Their cries of excitement in response to his music were enough to carry him through thick and thin. In short, Zayde Maddox was exceptionally particular about his crowds. Slowly accepting that he had become a walking paradox somewhere along the way, Zayde nonchalantly shrugged off the naysayers who would point out his character flaws.

The phone vibrated in his pocket again. Feeling the agitation flaring up, he extracted the device. What else could Wade want? The screen displayed the message.

Hey, hot stuff! Where are we meeting up? I want to show you around to my friends. Also, there’s gonna be some hard stuff being passed around. I know you are not into that, but please don’t act like a disappointed father.

The phone was slipped into his pocket without an answer being sent back.

There was no written rule forcing Zayde to answer her right away. Sydney Coyle was his significant other and also Zayde’s contact to connecting to some celebrities in the music industry. However, Sydney had gotten a little too carried away the other day and left Zayde in a bad mood, since he had to watch over like a babysitter because she was taking “under the influence” to new depths. He figured he could make her sweat for a little bit by not answering.

I wonder … what else I could do to be pettier? Zayde grinned as he climbed into his car.

2.

1 hour later…

By the time Wade Hightower and his girlfriend Jessica Woodrow found an open spot in the parking lot, the influx of attendees heading toward the concert hall had diminished. After he’d finally secured an unoccupied spot what seemed miles away from the venue, Jessica reached for the handle and opened the car door.

“You sure about this, Wade? Knowing you, this concert’s not really your taste…”

Wade slammed the car door shut. “Babe, if I didn’t know what this was about, I’d still be home playing videogames.”

“You do have a point, there.” Jessica nodded, twisting her mouth in contemplation. “I just thought it was weird for you to be into electronic music out of nowhere, that’s all.”

A single crease appeared across Wade’s brow as he took a couple of steps in the direction of the entrance, seemingly abandoning his girlfriend. Jessica, on the other hand, quickly recognized his behavior and hastily followed up behind his heels.

“Was it something I said?”

“If you really want to know, we’re here because it was easy to get a hold of some tickets.”

“Easy to get tickets? What are you on about?” Jessica raised an eyebrow suspiciously.

“The tickets I got for us were free.”

“Free? How’d you manage that?”

“A friend of mine gave them to me — as a present!” Wade’s voice was slipping an octave higher as he tried to think of another subject to talk about. Jessica, on the other hand, was just slightly faster to catch on.

“This wouldn’t happen to be one of your friends that I know? A certain someone … we won’t name names … but he crashed on our couch for two weeks.”

“Yeah, it’s Zayde. So what? He got us some tickets, and we’re late for the event he got us into! Don’t you think that’s kind of messed up, making us late and all?”

“Hmm?” Jessica tilted her head slightly, as though she were caught off-guard. “How exactly is us being late my fault?”

“You know why.” Wade shot her a cheesy grin. “Not going to name any names … but someone wanted some more sweet lovin’ and lost track of time.”

“It takes two,” Jessica fired back without missing a beat.

“Touché…” Wade sighed, his mind somewhat preoccupied with some heavy thoughts. He wanted this evening to be special, one that the two of them would not readily forget.

Jessica quickly glanced behind her. Situational awareness saved lives. Approximately six months in the past, she learned that it never hurt to survey her surroundings.

Yet, out of all the horrific events that could occur at a concert, getting attacked was the lowest reported incident that happened in previous years. That was more than likely because an overwhelming portion of the audience was too high on hallucinogens to do anything other than party on and get trashed.

That’s everyone’s reason to be here. I mean—drugs are nowhere near as restricted as they used to be, so why not use them in public? There’s no fear of any repercussions like there used to be. Most of what used to be hard stuff is regulated now.

“The ambiance here is has to be one of a kind,” Jessica spoke out loud this time. “It would be hard to get this anywhere else. Party animals will be party animals.”

Wade stopped walking, turning his head to look at his lover with a sidelong stare. “That might be the case with others, but we are not here for that. Don’t worry about what other people are doing.”

Now it was Jessica’s turn to put on the sour mood. She stopped as well, crossing her arms in front of her chest to display her displeasure with the comment coming from her “sugar bear.”

“I think it does matter what other people are doing, especially when we are going to be crammed in next to them and they’re inebriated.” Jessica awkwardly adjusted the glasses resting on the bridge of her nose.

“Is this all because of what Zayde did that one time?” Wade resumed walking toward the main gate. The crowd waiting to get inside was essentially non-existent. The ticket booths and security checkpoint metal detectors were all cleared out as well.

Man, we’re super late…

“Of course you’d think it’s no big deal! You weren’t there, picking up his strung-out ass from a bus stop,” Jessica scoffed. Her golden-blonde hair swayed in the light, evening breeze. She wasn’t the most beautiful girl to ever walk the earth, but she certainly had the natural beauty that turned many heads as she walked by.

“Okay, I’ll admit, that was probably not a good day for him. He’s been going through a pretty rough patch … with his family and all.”

“I get that, Wade.” Jessica sighed, dropping her irritation and taking a deep breath to balance her mental state. “It’s just … sorry, I know you wanted to have a good time with me out here tonight … I just don’t know how to deal with Zayde. Knowing that he’s going to be in that concert somewhere in addition with everyone else…”

The two had reached the entrance. After flashing their stipulated tickets and getting through the metal detectors, Wade and Jessica were free to roam in the concert hall. The show was well underway, but their proximity to the stage and speakers was still at a tolerable distance. Communication was sort of difficult, but could be done as long as voices were raised.

Wade chuckled, speaking more to himself than to his girlfriend. “Don’t sweat it. Zayde’s shaped up since he moved out and got his own place. You haven’t seen Zayde for the past six months. He’s returned to his old self—mostly. So, there’s no need to worry about him flipping out.”

“Fine,” Jessica said in a flat tone.

Wade smiled, albeit bittersweet. “Now, let’s enjoy this before I’m sent far, far away.”

Jessica felt a bolt of lightning run through her as she recalled a revelation from a couple of weeks in the past. It was another normal day after college classes were over that she spent cooped up in her room, trapped in the pages of a novel. The ambiance was one that gave her a sense of peacefulness. However, that serene atmosphere didn’t stick around for long.

She heard the door lock turn over and the hinges creak slightly as the door was pushed open. Looking at the clock, Jessica knew it was time that Wade would be home from his second job. She closed her book and walked out to the living room to greet her boyfriend. She was sure he’d be tired from pulling a double-shift.

But the man she saw standing in the doorway was not one who portrayed any sense of weariness. His stance was wide and projected strength, but his face exposed a certain degree of fragility. He was torn on the inside, but he had made a decision.

Jessica learned that her lover enlisted into the military, with the intent to be in the Special Forces attached to the HAWK operatives. It was a job with one of the highest chances of never making it back home.

The news hit Jessica like a ton of bricks. Her boyfriend was going to be in the army. At what point in his twenty-four years of life did he ever show even a remote interest in doing something so dangerous? Jessica wondered what had happened to suddenly change Wade to pursue such a hazardous career.

“Hey, Jess! Jess!”

Far too preoccupied with her memories, Jessica hadn’t realized that her body was still in motion in the present. She was about to walk right into a pair of people who were standing off to the side near the entrance.

“Oh!” Jessica exclaimed, slamming on her brakes, but it was too late. She unwillingly utilized the two people as a bump stop. Once she recovered, pushing her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose and taking two steps backward, the stream of apologies began to flow out of her mouth. The nervousness of talking to a complete stranger, as well as the embarrassment stemming from looking in front of her, revealed her struggle to speak when put on the spot.

“I-I’m so s-sorry!”

“Huh?” an annoyed voice exclaimed. One of the two young men turned around, a look of disgust painted across his face. The other was appalled as he stared at the ground. “What the hell you doin’? Not payin’ attention to where you’re going? What kind of shit is that?”

This outburst only made Jessica draw back farther. She averted her gaze until she was staring exclusively at the ground, not daring to look up.

Why is he so pissed off? Jessica’s shoulders began to quiver. I didn’t run into him that hard.

“HEY!”

Wade’s roaring voice came over Jessica’s shoulder with enough gusto to be heard over the loud booms from the musicians who were on the stage in the near distance. Naturally, every head within the vicinity turned in the direction of the announcement.

“You her boyfriend?” the snappy talker barked out.

“Speaking.” Wade took a couple of steps forward, positioning himself between the hostiles and his girlfriend. He folded his muscle-bound arms across his wide chest, his face decorated with a look of discontentment. “I don’t appreciate the way you were talking to her. You get off on lashing out at girls?”

The young man who was doing all of the talking was a beanpole. His height had no substance to match it, but even with his length, he was still shorter than the behemoth that was Wade. There was an eighty pounds of muscle discrepancy between the two. It came as no surprise that the young man was hesitant to reply once he identified Jessica’s lover and protector.

“If that’s how you see it, knock yourself out. I was just reminding your brainless girl that she shouldn’t be running into people.”

After a small pause, the young man speaking extracted his cell phone and lowered it close to the floor. Somewhere on the hardwood planks was a small, black collection of dust. “That was the pill, but it was knocked out of his hand and stepped on. So, it’s wasted. Intentional or not, it was her fault for walking into him. She owes my friend the difference.”

“So that’s what this is about.” Wade’s mouth twisted up, laughing with disgust. “She got in the way of his pill-popping habit. Maybe he should have pre-gamed at home where this wouldn’t happen.”

“You asshole!” the shorter man who was quiet up to this point suddenly exploded, grinding his teeth with a building rage. “Who the hell do you think you—?!”

“Do you want a problem?” Wade took a step forward. The young men hesitated. Wade was hoping intimidation would make them pull back. “If it was so expensive, then why didn’t you have your boy covering your back while you were doping?”

“Listen to this fucking guy!” The shorter man stepped forward, arms raised toward the ceiling and staring at Wade with hostile intent.

“Wade!” Jessica called out, anxiety in her voice.

“It’s okay, Jess,” Wade called back, maintaining eye contact with the potential threats. “Stay behind me…”

“I got this, Rick,” the taller one chided the shorter one, stepping forward so that he was standing toe to toe with Wade.

“Yo, Alfred! Are you going to use it?” Rick’s voice dropped, suggesting that an awe-filled event was about to transpire.

“You want to do this? Right here?” Wade narrowed his eyes. People who were standing near the back of the concert hall either stayed back far enough to watch from a safe distance or just ignored the altercation altogether. No one from the outside of this situation wanted to get involved. Wade couldn’t blame them, but he definitely wouldn’t have turned down some outside intervention.

Just then, the artist currently on stage must have played out the last song, because the music slowly died down. The finale was celebrated with a deafening cheer from the onlookers. Afterward, the concert hall grew far quieter as the stagehands milled about, changing the equipment for the next artist. With the booming of the speakers now silent, the altercation drew far more attention.

“I had different plans for tonight.”

“Shut the fuck up! Get your ass ready for a beating!”

Wade scoffed, raising his fists and readying himself for the hits his body would have to absorb before he laid out his opponent.

“Wade! S-somebody! Help!” Jessica cried out.

Wade’s mind stopped for a moment. Wait. Did I escalate this or is something completely off?

A quick look at his opponent’s face confirmed Wade’s suspicion. This person was far too willing to fight, despite the apparent disadvantage of being so much lighter than Wade. This was an unusual encounter to say the least and the only time people were this ready to fight was when they were under the influence.

Wade squared up his hips. He was going to protect Jessica at all costs. There was no telling what this guy, high on whatever, was capable of doing. The mere thought gave all the motivation Wade needed to eliminate the danger.

“Over here! Security! There’s a fight!”

A shrill voice broke the tense silence as bright flashlights were pointed in Wade’s eyes as well as the two young men.

“Stop! All of you!” the security guard shouted in a gruff voice.

In that instant, Wade dropped his fists while sucking his teeth in disappointment. Thanks to all of the adrenaline, a part of Wade wanted the thrill of a fight, but he also experienced relief. Assault could be a tricky charge to fight in court. Smart phones were extracted from pockets and pointed in the direction of the entrance to capture the ruckus.

Although Wade had relinquished his aggressive posture, the young man in front of him seemed to pay the security guards no mind. His murderous intent only seemed to have amplified since an intervening force had arrived.

“It’s game over, man,” Wade stated loudly. “Why don’t you drop the tough guy act?”

A bitter laugh escaped from Rick’s lips as Alfred finally lowered his fists.

“Man, do you have any idea how hard it is to get one of those? You gotta know somebody directly. This ain’t any easy shit you can get at the back of a gas station.”

“What the hell are you on about?” one of the security guards asked, pointing the bright flashlight in the young man’s face.

Now that Wade wasn’t being blinded by flashlights, he was finally able to get a clear picture of his former opponent’s face. The two people standing before him were clearly not well. Rick’s face made no effort to conceal the vile thoughts formulating in his head while Alfred was sizing up his opponent like a bloodthirsty hound.

“Hey, man, you all right?” the other security guard piped up, taking a step closer with flashlight on.

“It’s gone … my chance is gone.” Rick’s eyes reddened, tears rolling down his cheeks.

Is he crying? Seriously? Wade dropped the building tension, relaxing his body.

“Sorry about the trouble.” Alfred’s face was still illuminated by the flashlights. “I’m gonna take his ass home. He pre-gamed too much and now he’s trippin’.”

“Hold on a second.” The first security guard put his hand up as a sign of caution.

What a mess. Wade sighed. I mean, I figured we might cross paths with some nasty people, but this was a little too much…

“Sir.” The other security guard turned to Wade. “There was no physical contact, correct?”

“Nope. Just a lot of testosterone.” The answer from Wade was rather laid back. He had nothing to worry about. No fists were thrown. A “mild disturbance” label could be slapped on the incident, nothing more.

“All right.” The guard nodded, grabbing a small radio unit attached to his green neon, reflective vest. “There was no incident of assault.”

“Okay, neutralize the situation. I’ll get the show back on the road.”

“No problemo,” the guard answered the static-filled voice from the other end. “Okay … so who started it?”

“It started when my girl bumped into that guy.” Wade pointed at the sniveling mess Rick had degraded to. “Because of that, he dropped his dope. My girlfriend apologized, but they wanted ‘sorry money.’ I told them where to stick it and they tried to get physical.”

“Do you guys have anything to add?” The guard turned toward the group of young men.

“N-no, sir. That’s pretty much how it went down,” Alfred hesitantly agreed, keeping his voice low.

“Very well. There was no assault, so I can’t call the cops.” The guard lowered his flashlight. “However—I can’t have you all stirring the shit pot. I’m going to have to ask all you to leave. I’m going to need you four to get out of here … now.” The security guards corralled the two parties toward the entrance in separate groups with some distance between them.

“Sorry, Wade. It’s my fault.” Jessica’s voice was soft and quiet, a combination that made her hard to hear as the musicians started back up.

“Shit happens.” Wade smiled nonetheless. “We’ll figure out somewhere else to go.” He turned to the guard assigned to escort them. “Sorry about the trouble.”

The security guard nodded, acknowledging Wade’s apology. Luckily for Wade, he was the type of man to always have a Plan B up his sleeve, so the night wasn’t wasted. “Off we go,” Wade carried on, grabbing a hold of Jessica’s hand and leading her back to the entrance.

“Hold on!” a familiar voice came from behind.

It’s about damn time! Wade mentally pumped his fist, spotting his friend come running through the open paths in the crowd. As his lean, muscular frame jumped into view, the surrounding crowd clearing back even farther. The tired eyes, tanned skin, and long, disheveled hair that was tucked under a purple beanie had become his signature look.

“Whoa … is that Zayde Maddox?” someone’s curiosity audibly slipped out.

“Mister Maddox?” one of the security guards exclaimed, visibly shaken. “Wh-what are you doing out here? You’re supposed to be backstage!”

“Where are you taking those two?” Zayde’s grouchy voice sounded like tires going over a gravel road.

“There was a disturbance,” the other security guard chimed in.

Zayde’s dark-brown eyes narrowed. He lifted his arm, pointing a finger. “That guy and girl are VIPs. They’re coming with me.”

“But, sir…”

“I don’t give a shit. Wade—big guy over there—looks like he could tear your head off, but he’s harmless.”

“We need to contact our head of security to sort this out, sir,” the first guard spoke up again. “There is protocol—”

“Head of security? Good luck getting a hold of him. He’s hanging out backstage with the rest of us. Now—Wade, Jessica—come with me.”

Wade and Jessica stood stock-still. Were they supposed to follow Zayde or wait for instructions from the security personnel? The silence was stifling.

“Oh, hell…” The second security guard exhaled rather loudly. “We’ll handle this. You two!” The guard looked at the couple. “Follow Mister Maddox.”

“What kind of shit is this?!” Alfred’s furious outcry was heard a small distance away. Apparently they stopped to see why the couple was being held up.

“Just because they know someone, they get off the hook?!” Rick’s despondency suddenly vanished as the accusing question was thrown into the air.

Both outbursts were met with the guards grabbing a hold of the young men and shoving them toward the entrance of the concert hall. Some people began to clap and throw verbal insults concerning the interruption of the festivities.

Wade turned to look at his friend, who peered at the ground with disinterest as the crowd voiced the well-deserved sendoff concerning the troublemakers.

Damn … Zayde has that kind of pull nowadays? Wade was filled with awe. He’s really come far in the game to be able to tell people off like that—

That’s when it happened.

The cries from the multitude nearby were barely articulated. Wade already knew what was coming. He turned on his heel, whirling around and pushing Jessica farther behind him to distance her from the imminent threat.

By the time Wade had turned around, Alfred was already throwing the punch. How could’ve Wade seen it coming? Whatever inhuman reflexes the young man was using, it was enough to bring his fist forward fast enough that Wade had no time to counter, even though he saw Alfred charge from a small distance away. It was as though the young man ramped up his speed, blinking forward once he crossed a certain distance.

Oh shit!

That was the same instant Wade caught a glimpse of Alfred’s eyes. Unlike before, it had gone beyond the realm of “murderous intent.” What Wade was staring at in horror was a monster closing in on its prey.

What the—?!

THWACK!

The air around Wade’s face vibrated, ruffling the micro hairs in his face. He took a step back to lessen the impact of the blow, but the fist never made contact. Wade opened his eyes to find that a hand had lashed out, intercepting Alfred’s attack. It would have been one thing if Zayde had turned around and saw where he had to place his hand to block. However, Zayde was still facing toward the stage. He had caught the attack while facing the other way.

“Zayde?!” Wade exclaimed, taking another step back.

Zayde narrowed his eyes as he lowered his hand, still maintaining grip on Alfred’s fist.

“Everybody stop!” The two security guards closed in, finally catching up to the momentary assault.

“Mister Maddox! Are you all right?”

“Swell. This asshole just wanted to play some stupid games and he earned himself a stupid prize,” Zayde spoke up, without a single indication of being alarmed.

“You all right, Wade?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.” Wade nodded quickly.

Alfred’s fist was still ensnared in Zayde’s palm. The two young men locked eyes, studying each other. After a silent moment, Alfred leaned his head back with a relaxed look in his eye. The two acknowledged each other’s strength.

“Nice move,” Alfred grunted.

Zayde finally released the young man’s hand, keeping his mouth shut.

“Mister Maddox, that was assault!” the two security guards almost said in unison.

“I’m not pressing charges. Just get them out of here.” Zayde nodded, a sort of sendoff to the two young men. He was suddenly acting as if he had known Alfred on a personal level from some past event.

Alfred returned the nod to Zayde, allowing the guards to escort him out without another incident or word of complaint. Rick followed, although nowhere near as composed as his friend. All aggression that Alfred previously harbored had vaporized.

“C’mon. Let’s go.” Zayde nodded in the direction he came from. He had used a tunnel that opened up to seat everyone in the amphitheater-style layout in order to get to his friend in time. He placed his hands back into his pockets.

Wade followed behind the same friend he’d met in kindergarten. “What the hell was that back there, Zayde?! You caught that guy’s punch right out the air without even looking! Seriously! What was that?!”

“I don’t know.” Zayde’s bumbling was barely audible over the general murmur of the crowd. “Guess I knew he was going to do it.”

“Really? That’s all you got?” Wade took a deep breath. “You were banking on a hunch?”

“You could say that,” Zayde responded. The hand he kept hidden in his pocket had gone completely numb from intercepting the attack.

Yeah, that would have hurt Wade, no doubt. Zayde trudged on. I hate depending on whatever this is. It feels so dark…

Wade shook his head, unable to wrap his mind around his friend’s disconnect with the previous stunt. “Did you see that shit, Jess?” Wade looked back to this girlfriend. “Zayde caught that … punch … Jess? You okay?”

Wade realized halfway through expressing his awe and excitement that Jessica had run up behind him, grabbing a hold of his arm with trembling hands.

I knew it. Jessica kept her mouth shut, too afraid to speak out loud in fear of being heard. The last time was no accident. No human can do that. Zayde’s changed … into something else.

3.

Jessica’s memory leapt back to the time where she first began to fear Zayde.

About six months ago, Jessica was walking back from college to the apartment Wade and her shared. The few friends she had held her up with social hour and a dinner after an evening class. In the end, Jessica was walking by herself after sundown. The neighborhood they lived in was not one that would be considered “pleasant to take an evening stroll” in, but there wasn’t much choice for the location of their living area. After all, they were just starting out.

Only two hundred yards away from the front door, Jessica quickened her pace. Tightening the grip on her backpack strap, Jessica kept her apartment key wedged securely between her fingers like a makeshift dagger. An ominous feeling was slowly growing larger in her gut. She kept blaming it on her tendency to over-exaggerate, but there was only so much she could shrug off. She quickly realized why she felt exposed.

Standing between her and the apartment complex was a young man wearing a pullover with the hoodie flipped up over his head. He was standing on the sidewalk, heading in no particular direction.

I need move over to the other side.

Jessica immediately obeyed the still, small voice in her. The figure might not spell out danger, but there was no reason to attract unnecessary attention by crossing paths. Jessica stepped off the curb.

A shout, directed at her, was flung into the night air.

“Hey! Jaywalking is a crime, you know!” The young man awkwardly laughed, still keeping his hooded head pointed down. “There’s a crosswalk back where you came from!”

“Y-yeah. Sorry about that!” Jessica kept her head down while she walked on, not daring to meet his gaze.

“Hey! Are you going to ignore everything I say to you, Jessica?”

Jessica froze. She willed her body to move forward, but her muscles wouldn’t yield. Anxiety had paralyzed her.

“You have no idea how much shit I had to do to get your address.” The young man finally started to move, making his way toward Jessica with his hands in his pockets.

“Chase?” Jessica’s voice cracked, eyes wide open.

The ugly mouth twisted into a smile as he lifted his head. The young man’s deep-set eyes were staring at Jessica like a hungry predator. “You remembered my name. I guess I do mean something to you.”

“Leave me alone! Wade is going to kick your ass!” Jessica recoiled from Chase’s undressing stare, finally breaking past her paralysis and dodging past Chase. He turned around, pursuing his perverted goal and blocking her path more aggressively.

“Yeah, but I’ve been watching. Wade isn’t here, is he? How about we do something that we keep between us?” Chase reached out to grab Jessica. “Being with one guy can get boring, right?”

SLAP!

Chase’s eyes widened with surprise. The left side of his face grew increasingly numb after a sharp pain pierced his jawbone. Jessica’s small, hard hand left a giant red mark across his cheek.

“What. The. Fuck?!” Chase’s face contorted with rage.

“Stay the fuck away from me!” Jessica screamed, bolting for her life. Her heart was beating like a battle drum, adrenaline coursing through her veins.

“AH!” Jessica cried out suddenly as her arm was wrenched backward, an iron grip clamping down on her delicate wrist.

“This is why I can’t stop thinking about you! I know I’m screwed up! I’m a twisted degenerate! The way you reject me is just … hhnng! It’s so hot!” Chase’s breathing was deep and drawn out. “Wade won’t be home for another hour. There’s a lot we can do in an hour.”

Jessica unleashed a blood-freezing scream. She regretted being nice to him back in high school. Chase was a troubled youth with an obsessive type of personality. Jessica knew he was devastated when Wade and her became an item, but she never thought Chase would fall to this depth of madness.

Reaching into her jean pocket, Jessica quickly extracted a small bottle of pepper spray. She clenched her teeth, bringing the canister up to her assailant’s face. In turn, Chase grabbed her other wrist and disarmed the young woman right before she could pull the trigger, kicking her last hope of escape down the gutter entrance.

“That won’t work if I can get a hold of you!”

Chase easily secured a hold on Jessica’s small body, since he was almost as big as Wade. Her brief shrieking was cut short as a hand was slapped over her mouth. Her world grew quiet, except for the insistent heartbeat stuck up in her throat. The realization that she could very well not make it out alive made her briefly hallucinate that Death itself appeared to wrap its bony fingers around her throat. If she survived, coming out of this with her mind and body intact was the best thing she could hope for.

Someone … please! Help me!

“Hey!” Zayde Maddox’s voice was suddenly behind her. “Let. Her. Go!”

Jessica’s eyes flew open to see her last ray of hope standing below a streetlight on the sidewalk she was being shuffled across. Even though Zayde’s appearance was not one that would conjure fear from sheer size, his abrupt arrival caused enough of a disruption for the young man’s grip on Jessica to slacken. Seizing her opportunity, she ran forward, sprinting as fast as her legs could carry her in Zayde’s direction. In turn, he reached out, pulling the young woman behind him and placing himself between the two.

Zayde lived in the same apartment complex as Wade and Jessica. Even if he was somewhere downstairs and happened to hear the yelling, he had somewhat of a distance to cover. Now he was there, shielding Jessica.

How did he get here so fast?

“Jess!” Zayde yelled behind him. “Get home, now!”

“Huh?” Jessica couldn’t hold her disbelief back. “Zayde … you’re going to be by yourself!”

“Didn’t you hear me?!” Zayde snarled.

“Oh. I’m so scared by this short, little shit,” Chase mocked. “My adrenaline is pumping.”

Body tensed up, Zayde flexed all of the muscles in his body at once. Jessica felt an “impression” bleeding off of Zayde. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but it made the hair all over her body stand on end.

Chase’s smirk melted off his acne-riddled face.

Jessica didn’t have many chances to talk with Zayde in the past, since they could barely be considered acquaintances. However, she was witnessing a change in Zayde. Although Zayde was at least eighty pounds lighter than the giant standing in front of him, Jessica couldn’t misplace the momentary fear that had overcome Chase. It was only a flinch, but the young man second-guessed himself.

“You need to get stepping,” Zayde warned. “Jessica, leave—now!”

Jessica took a couple of deep breaths before shaking her head in frustration. Turning around, she bolted down the street toward her apartment building. She contemplated what Zayde could accomplish. Or was that it? Was he just delaying Chase so that she could make her escape?

What the hell am I doing?

Jessica suddenly found herself coming to screeching halt about fifty yards away and turning back to look.

I can’t leave him by himself! I need to help him—somehow!

“Listen, I had to do a lot of things to get this chance. You’re not getting in my way!” Chase slung his right arm out, attempting to land a quick jab into Zayde’s face. The only problem was that Zayde was no longer in the path of the punch. He had completely evaded it. The smaller man was moving significantly faster than his opponent.

Throwing his left arm out, Zayde knocked the right jab away by slamming his hand into his opponent’s right arm. After taking a big step forward, Zayde stomped the ground and launched himself into extremely close quarters.

With the jab deflected and his arm out of reach to recover in time, Chase was unbalanced and vulnerable. Five seconds was all it took for Zayde to beat Chase down to the ground. Zayde stood over his opponent triumphantly, knuckles red, as some of the skin was torn off with the punches.

“Z-Zayde! Are you okay?” Jessica ran up, her voice strained as her body trembled. The creep was practically unconscious, face beaten to a purple pulp, but the last thing that Jessica felt was relief.

Zayde slowly turned to face her. She finally got the full effect of why that young man, who was physically much more intimidating, lost his confidence.

The reason was in Zayde’s eyes. His irises, normally dark brown, were black in appearance.

Jessica yelped in surprise. Zayde grabbed her hand, checking the bruise on her wrist. When he spotted the small contusion on her fair skin, he reengaged the downed target.

“Hey! You!” Zayde’s voice shifted an octave lower as he glared at the form on the ground. “If you so much as get close to her again, your legs will never move the same way. You feel me?”

There was no response at first. Chase’s eyes were struggling to open as he laboriously drew one painful breath at a time.

“Hey, stalker! Did you hear me?!” Zayde leaned down, grabbing the front of the hoodie and hoisting Chase’s head off the ground.

“Y-yeah! I won’t go near her again! I’m sorry!”

Zayde’s voice turned eerily calm without warning. “…Oh, you’re sorry?”

“Y-yes!”

A silent moment passed.

“I know what you were about to do to her. There is no way a fucking ‘sorry’ is going to cover it. There is no trusting predators like you,” Zayde growled. “Just to be on the safe side, I’ll make sure this can never happen again.”

A barrage of fists came raining down, the attacks launched seemingly without provocation. The young man yelped as the back of his head was repeatedly bashed against the concrete sidewalk from the impact of each fist landing. He didn’t have a chance to defend himself and Zayde was not charitable to give an opening.

An involuntary shudder ran down Jessica’s spine as she saw blood splat against the ground and broken teeth ejecting out of the swollen mouth.

This violent side of Zayde that she witnessed was beyond terrifying. Zayde’s murderous smile and haunting, soft laugh were the cherry toppers. Wherever this was coming from, it was definitely not the Zayde that Wade had introduced her to.

“Zayde, that’s enough!” Jessica’s soft-spoken words weren’t capturing Zayde’s attention. “C’mon—Zayde! Stop! Zayde! You’re going to kill him!”

“He deserves it,” Zayde murmured, continuing to rain his fists down. “He is a monster!”

“You’re the only monster I see!” Jessica jumped on his back, hugging Zayde from behind and pulling him away. Instantly, the black irises in Zayde’s eyes faded, changing back to a dark-brown color that had originally complemented his normal, friendly demeanor. She released him out of her bear hug.

“I-I…” Zayde stuttered, losing his train of thought. The aggressive side that beat the daylights out of the Chase vanished into thin air. “Oh shit. What have I done?”

The unconscious body of Chase was stretched out motionless on the sidewalk. His breathing was labored, but he was still alive. Zayde took a couple steps away from the fallen form.

What the hell was that? Jessica thought as she stood frozen in place, trying to understand how Zayde shifted so violently.

“Zayde?” Jessica studied his face carefully.

Zayde was looking down at his bloodied, shaking hands. Jessica saw the unmistakable fear in his eyes.

“What … was I going to do…?” Zayde whispered, posing the question to himself.

Jessica took a deep breath.

From that moment on, she feared him.
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What a mess, Zayde thought as he trudged down the access tunnel.

He hadn’t been at the concert for more than an hour and there was already an incident. Not only did a fight almost break out, but his best friend Wade and Jessica were about to get thrown out of the festivities. Zayde figured it was some sort of misunderstanding, because Wade was never the type to throw his weight around. It was more or less for self-defense.

“Wade, you mind telling me why I had to bail your ass out?” Zayde asked, not particularly happy about running all the way to the front when he heard that an altercation was about to break out near the entrance. Zayde had a feeling that Wade was somehow right in the middle of the shit storm.

“The short of it, Jessica bumped into some guy and he dropped his drugs. In doing so, the product was stepped on and destroyed. The guy retaliated and I stepped in.” Wade shrugged.

The group was currently walking the outer perimeter of the concert hall, where there weren’t so many people grouped. Leading the two of guests to this area, Zayde reduced the chances of being disturbed by any “fans.”

Thanks to all of his efforts, Zayde Maddox had made a name in the music industry, but it was nowhere near a celebrity level. He was slowly building a following online, releasing content on a set schedule. He chose this secluded area to have some face time with his best friend, but Zayde was also subtly dodging a certain someone at that moment.

“Jessica, huh?” Zayde raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms over his chest. “I get the feeling that you just attract trouble everywhere you go.”

“Whatever.” Jessica looked away.

“So, Zayde … how are you doing otherwise? You know, with the whole family situation?” Wade asked, approaching the subject cautiously.

“About as good as you’d think,” Zayde replied nonchalantly. “I mean, aside from all of the abuse from that bitch of a stepmom, I think I came out on top. I’m about to move out of the apartment complex. Some of the cash flow from the music is starting to hit the bank.”

“My man!” Wade held out his fist. “Finally stuck to something long enough to make a living off it? Can’t call you a quitter anymore!”

Sharing a chuckle, the musician and his friend bumped knuckles. However, the laugh that Zayde shared with his friend was merely a front. The word “quitter” struck Zayde like a jolt of electricity. He did not want to think of all the failed endeavors he simply walked away from just because it didn’t pan out on the first attempt.

“I’m glad to hear that, Zayde,” Jessica said quietly, barely audible over the general murmur of people and the musicians getting their gear ready to be played. “It’s nice to see someone from our ‘group’ making it big.”

There was something hiding behind Jessica’s eyes. She was indirectly poking around in Zayde’s business. Narrowing his eyes, Zayde leaned back slightly.

“What’s going on in that head of yours, Jess?” the musician inquired.

“What?”

“You heard me. You’re not saying what you really mean.”

“What are you going about, Zayde?” Wade raised an eyebrow, looking between his girlfriend and his friend.

“Damn you, Zayde.” Jessica sighed. “I can’t get anything past you.”

“Let me guess … you’re wondering about how my music is bringing in enough money to be able to move out. Am I right?” He hesitated momentarily, plucking out the statement from thin air. “Nothing to worry about, my income can be filed with the tax man without trouble.”

Jessica had the “deer in the headlights” stare.

Nailed it. Zayde nodded to himself.

“H-how?” Jessica withdrew. “What are you, some kind of psychic?”

Zayde couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Call it a supernatural intuition.” Zayde pointed his two index fingers inwards toward his temples.

“C’mon, Jess! I told you that Zayde is one weird sonavabitch!” Wade laughed. “Although, you weren’t always like this, Zayde. I remember there was a time where I could have sworn you were like the rest of us.”

“You do? Well, don’t remind me.”

Although what the two were saying brought about a small annoyance over Zayde, he knew that their observations of his transformation over the past couple of months weren’t completely unfounded.

Last time I felt it was when I jumped in to save Jessica from that stalker…

Banishing the memory of it to the back of his mind, Zayde convinced himself there was no more need to recall that event.

“Are you going to perform at all during this event, Zayde?” Jessica asked.

“Hmm, no. I came to hang out with some of the artists. Whether it’s suits and ties or hanging out backstage, business is business. That said, showing face and rubbing shoulders is everything. I have to make sure that I leave a good impression. You know how it is, it’s not what you know—it’s who you know.”

“That’s understandable, but I’m kind of bummed. I thought that I was going see my friend ‘wow’ the crowd one more time before I left,” Wade said in a bittersweet voice. “Maybe next time I’m in town, you could maybe coordinate some sort of small get together where you are the DJ?”

“Actually…” A small smile crept up on Zayde’s lips. “That doesn’t sound like such a bad idea.”

“Ah, there it is!” Wade laughed obnoxiously, pointing a finger in his friend’s direction. “I knew I could get him to come out of the house! Just let him control beats and we are set!”

“You got me.” The guilty-as-charged held his hands up in a “surrender” pose.

A hand slapped down on Zayde’s shoulder.

“Zayde, it’s nice to finally see you—in person!” a voice, carrying above the roaring of the crowd, somehow reached the musician’s ears.

The show kicked off with the second artist and the sound inside of the small concert hall was near deafening. Zayde’s relaxed body tensed up, but not from the barrage of sound. He knew that voice, and he could sense the tension and irritation stemming from it.

Walking up behind Jessica and Wade was a young man about Zayde’s height with a little more fat on his bones. His slicked-back hair was tucked into a greased-up baseball cap. His spotty, pale skin was not his most attractive feature, but once Zayde locked eyes with him, it was too late to run.

The encounter was inevitable, but Zayde wanted to delay this meeting as long as possible. Nevertheless, he knew there was no getting out of this. Joseph Jensen was the man who had earned an audience with the group of artists backstage. This was all thanks to Sydney owing him a favor. Although Zayde had no right to tell Sydney how she should handle her business, he was hoping that his girlfriend was learning how “the game” worked and not to get on the wrong side of a favor again. Especially to a drug dealer.

“These your friends, Zayde?” Joseph had to completely circumnavigate Wade’s giant frame to step into anyone’s field of view. “How nice of them to show up … and take up our time.”

“I’m Wade, nice to meet—!”

“Yeah, I don’t really give a shit.” Joseph’s rat-like eyes darted to the side, staring at Wade from an angle. “I really need to borrow Zayde for a while. Nothing personal, but you two are kind of getting in the way. Isn’t there a concert you could be attending right now?”

Zayde could see his long-time friend quietly sucking on his teeth. Wade was taking a couple of deep breaths while debating whether or not he should pound Joseph into a flat disk.

“All right, Joseph. I’ll take you backstage. Let’s go.” Zayde beckoned him to follow as he turned away. “I’ll be back soon, you two. Enjoy the festivities.”

With Joseph almost stepping on Zayde’s heels with anticipation, the two made their way toward the backstage entrance. Hopelessly wishing that the bouncer would just grab a hold of Joseph and have him thrown out, Zayde already knew the security team was notified ahead of time that there was another guest coming in.

“It was about damn time, Zayde.” Joseph’s voice was sour. “This might be the turning point in life for me, and here you are dragging your feet.”

“Let’s get real. There is no turning point for shits like you. If I can help it, Sydney will never get tangled up in trash again,” Zayde replied.
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The backstage room was spacious, allowing for the artists who were not currently occupying the stage to stretch out their legs and lounge on the many couches that were placed there.

Sidney Coyle, the female vocalist for the group Beat-full, was lying was up against Zayde Maddox as he propped himself against the armrest of the loveseat they occupied. There were two other music groups reclining on the other couches. The group of musicians formed a sort of semi-circle as Joseph Jensen stood at the center.

One of the drummers from one group piped up. “Not gonna to lie, you don’t look like a guy who has product. You’re supposed to have that good shit? I’ve heard rumors spread about this one from every direction I’ve turned. You saying you have that one?”

Joseph smiled, looking at the drummer who inquired about Jensen’s reputation. “Yes, you’re referring to the black pills. I have them in my inventory.”

Without missing a beat, Joseph reached into his pocket and extracted a small, transparent resalable bag that held roughly a dozen of the black, oblong-shaped pills. At the mere sight, more than half of the musicians present jumped to their feet, eyes wide with eagerness.

“You’re pulling our shit! There is no way you have that many!” one of the bassists yelled out, his long hair parting as he swung his head forward.

“Oh, but that’s where I’m different from most of the other runners for these things … I know the source—directly.”

“Get the fuck outta here!” a guitarist yelled out, plopping back down on the couch in frustration. “Nobody knows who’s supplying those damn things!”

“I’ve worked many sleepless days to get my connections.” Joseph placed the bag back into his pocket. “Now, this is not the only stuff I have available. My supply lines stretch across a far range of flavors. Maybe the black pill is a bit too much for some of you, and that’s fine. We can start off on something milder.”

“Let me get this straight, small timer.” Zayde narrowed his eyes, refusing to take the bait that Joseph was casting out. “You have the one narcotic that people are literally killing each other to get a hold of, and now you’re just going to gloss over knowing the source? Trying to pass it off like it’s another combo option on your menu?”

“Small timer?” Joseph’s friendly demeanor instantly vaporized, leaving him with an exasperated stare. “Mister Maddox, this is not some cheap substance that I’m offering. I’m just saying that the rest of my inventory also holds up to a very high standard.”

“What have you heard back from your clientele after they have taken that black pill? Shit, does it even have a street name we can call it by?” another musician chipped in.

“Actually, I’ve heard a name for it once,” the vocalist of another group spoke up. “I think it was, Evolution.”

“First time I’ve heard of that,” Zayde replied. “It seemed like all you had to do was just describe it and people who were remotely interested in it knew exactly what you were talking about.”

Joseph Jensen’s obnoxious fake cough silenced the room.

“Not only do I have a reliable supply of these puppies, I actually have someone who could give you an honest review of it, right here in the room.” Joseph’s beady eyes scanned all the faces, settling on Sydney’s. “I gave you a single dose, Sydney. Why don’t you tell them about the trip?”

Zayde knew this was part of the favor. Had he realized what was going on, he would’ve strongly advised his girlfriend to pay for the damn product. However, Joseph was beyond cashing in on that favor. He was milking the “favor cow” dry.

“Well, when it comes to sex, it really intensifies the experience. If you thought you could have a good time before, forget about it. This is where it’s at.” Sydney smiled a toothy grin. “Zayde said I was like a ravaging animal … nothing was off the table.”

“Really?” A collective gasp of wonder spread throughout the occupants in the room.

“I can cosign that,” Zayde reluctantly agreed.

The hollers and hoots from around the room were aggravating. Were Sydney and Joseph both conniving behind Zayde’s back to bring about as much humiliation as possible? He readjusted his position in the loveseat.

“I gotta try this!”

“Is this the magic pill we’ve all been waiting for?!”

“How much?”

“Get this to me now!”

Needless to say, Joseph Jensen’s face lit up like a lighthouse on a foggy shore side. With a single testimonial, Sydney had sold their souls and minds to depend on the warped businessman.

“I’ll get all of your information, there’s no need to panic. There’s plenty for all of you.” Joseph nodded.

“That’s not surprising.” Zayde was still disconnected to what was happening. He had no interest in the hard stuff. “It’s one of the very few narcotics that is not readily available. People always want what they cannot have.”

“Perhaps I could interest you with a sample?” Joseph dipped his head in Zayde’s direction. “You shouldn’t have to worry about getting addicted. I heard you’re good at quitting on things.”

“No thanks,” Zayde said with a dismissive voice, not showing his reaction to the underhanded comment.

“I strive to satisfy everyone’s needs.” Joseph bowed his head, stepping forward and handing out his business cards. They were inconspicuous, with only a name and a phone number. No embellishments or crazy colors. That was how Joseph operated. He had to fly under the radar.

After some more exchanges, Joseph nodded and turned to leave. Right before he passed through the doorframe, he rotated his neck, looking directly at Zayde and Sydney.

Thanks again, he was wordlessly signaling.

“Please tell me you won’t do something like that again.” Zayde couldn’t help but scornfully smile back at Joseph while speaking to his girlfriend.

“Sorry about that.” Sydney sounded downcast, but turned back round with a rebuttal. “Although I don’t seem to remember you complaining when we were getting down and dirty.”

“That’s low … but damn—you make it so hot.”
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Meanwhile, a couple blocks away…

A four-door, silver compact car drove wildly down a fairly empty street, upsetting the silence of the night. Tires squealed as the tread lost grip on the road. After a jolt, the rubber reestablished contact with the asphalt, nearly flinging the driver against the window to his left.

The person behind the wheel was a man of Japanese origin. His graying hair was tied back in a thin ponytail as the thin-framed glasses slipped down from the bridge of his nose every five seconds. He threw a couple of worried glances at the rearview mirror and resumed driving at a speed that was more than twice the posted limit, weaving between a few cars. The man whipped out a small device similar to that of a cell phone. He set the front-facing camera on, and pushed a button on the screen that was labeled as “live stream.”

“I am Doctor Gentaro Mori. I am currently being followed. Should one of you see this, please forward this message to Doctor Felicia Harding. My research has been completed and I am ready to submit my findings! My pursuers are gaining on me … I don’t know how long I have left … they must have figured out that I have it. To any of you listening to this broadcast, it is imperative that Doctor Harding gets a hold of my research! If not, we are going to be facing global annihilation—!”

A heavy blow on the driver’s side door nearly knocked the vehicle on its side. Gentaro utilized the small window of opportunity to turn the steering wheel to prevent the vehicle from tipping over. The device that he had filmed his brief video message with was now on the floor of the car, the streaming function still active.

“Shit!” Gentaro screamed, rolling down his window as he extracted a pistol. He fired the side arm into the darkness outside. Sparks flew as the projectiles struck against hard objects.

BANG! BANG! PLIP!

The last bullet pierced something. A cry of pain rang out into the night.

The front tires exploded simultaneously, causing the car to veer out of control. Gentaro jumped the curb and clipped a street pole. The sudden stop on one side of the vehicle caused the back end of the car to whip around. He finally came to a stop when the side of the vehicle pancaked against the wall that kept automobiles from running into a suburban area. The few other cars on the street broke away from the scene; the drivers of the other cars saw what was happening and wanted no part of the horror.

Shaking his head to reset his sense of balance, Gentaro let out the breath that he’d held right before the crash started. He reached for his gun, but found it impossible to grasp as a stabbing pain crippled his efforts to fully extend his arm. He’d shattered some of his weathered bones during the violent upheaval.

I came this far! After all of the years to unearth the answer, I’m not going to die until I see it with my own two eyes!

Gentaro bit back a scream as he moved his other, lesser-injured arm, but, try as he might, the pistol was still nowhere within his reach.

Thump.

A kick was delivered to the side of the totaled vehicle.

Guttural laughs followed.

“Didn’t get too far, old man.” The malicious jeers came from outside of the vehicle, foreign accents heavy. “You’re sly. Stealing someone’s car, swerving onto oncoming traffic several times, dodging almost every trap we set up. That takes a certain level of skill, given that you’re human and elderly.”

Gentaro’s fire-filled eyes caught a glimpse at the several torsos standing around the damaged vehicle. The shirts that were covering their bodies were torn, blood-sprayed, and frayed. Gentaro was not an imprudent man; he knew the reason why they were dressed this way.

Stolen right off the victims…

One of the torsos bent down, bringing the head into view. The skin on the exposed arms was sickly white. The face was partially obstructed by long, neglected hair when the creature leaned forward.

“We offered the chance to die a quick death. But you ran. You were going to die no matter what—so why suffer with so much pain?”

The last thing Gentaro wanted the Chroma to hear was dismay in his voice. The old man was calm, even though his nose burned from the smell of decaying flesh that was emanating from the humanoid breathing down on him. With a strained grunt, Gentaro pulled out a cigarette, slipping it between his chapped lips.

“Are you taking me lightly?” The Chroma didn’t sound pleased with the display of laid-back behavior.

The doctor picked up on the annoyance, his eyes narrowing for a moment. He maintained his composure as he extracted a lighter and lit the end of the cigarette; a glowing cherry appeared at the end of the long stem.

“Enjoy that.” The humanoid grinned. “It’s the last thing you will ever do.”

“Too bad…” Gentaro finally spoke up.

“Too bad?”

“You have a red eye. You still haven’t done enough to earn the purple? That’s a shame—considering that you are one of the Red Tigers. I know your face. Renga … isn’t that your name? Aren’t you a little far from your usual slaughtering grounds in the Chinese mountains?” Gentaro cracked a grin as he blew smoke into the creature’s face.

The wicked fangs were exposed as the Chroma’s lips curled back; the monster was mentally inches away from lunging.

“I’m going to earn it once you are accounted for,” Renga snarled, clearly not amused that some lowly human called him out. “Imagine that—I came all the way over here just to hunt you down. Do you know how many other red eyes are between here and China? The moment your name came up, I had to kill some of my own to get the chance to be here.”

Gentaro shook his head slowly, looking out through the cracked windshield. “I’m flattered, but if you’re going to do something, then just do it. If you are going to continue to run your mouth, then allow me to say this…” The old man exhaled painfully, his eyelids lowering.

Renga didn’t interrupt; instead he looked away and nodded at something that was on the other side of the car.

“I figured it out—the Idenshi o Kaeru! I already shared my work with others. If it’s not me, then they will stop you fucking Haarä—!”

CRACK!

Gentaro’s eyes opened wide as a bolt of agonizing pain shot through the arm that was still fairly functional. One of the Chroma had climbed through the passenger door and attacked him while the doctor’s attention was elsewhere.

“How dare you use that word?” the Chroma snarled. “You human scum are not worthy to call us by that name!”

The Chroma not only broke the bone, but also tore the lower arm off completely. The radius and ulna bones detached from the humorous in a mangled mess. The sound that came out of Gentaro’s mouth, as the cigarette fell out, was the kind of cry that could freeze blood.

“You think humans can stop what is coming, Doctor Mori?” The creature laughed. “I love that ridiculous fighting spirit!”

The beast that sneaked his way to the other side and violently amputated Gentaro’s arm was staring at the suffering man with unexpected awe. The way the blood came rushing out of the gaping wound fascinated the Chroma to the point of causing salivation. The breathing of the monster shifted to deep, hoarse inhales and exhales of anticipation.

Renga, one of the two notorious Red Tigers, spoke up to get the others in line. “With the doctor captured, we can return to the golds.” Renga was supposed to be observing the operation, but he was too absorbed in his own self-accomplishment to take notice. It’s done. All loose ends are tied up now that we have Mori!

Without warning, three of the other humanoids jumped for the now severely handicapped victim. The car was forced into gear from the commotion and went screaming down the street with the three humanoids attached to the outside of it. Their behavior became akin to that of wild dogs fighting over a scrap of meat.

“Hey!” the red-eyed Chroma leader yelled out, but stopped as he realized what was happening.

That was not hunger. That particular behavior was something far more dangerous. Pure instinct was driving the Chroma to savage behavior. The others who were indirectly exposed to the blood, followed in close pursuit.

That bastard Mori … Even in his death, he set up a trap!

“My, my, Renga, this really is a disaster,” a voice chided. “Are you really this naïve? Letting some human fool us Haarä? Your mother would be displeased— if she was alive to see this.”

Just behind Renga’s massive frame, a smaller Chroma appeared. Their facial features looked so similar; it was almost impossible to tell them apart, save for the height difference.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Rignor!” Renga roared, turning to address the rest of the Chroma who were still sane. “Those undisciplined dogs have gone berserk! Recover the doctor’s body! It cannot get devoured!”

7.

Standing outside of the backstage lounging room, Zayde brooded by himself.

After Joseph departed, the other artists began to prod and poke at him, trying to get him to spill the beans on what projects were in the works. To Zayde’s surprise, even these minor celebrities listened to and enjoyed the material he produced.

Granted, he would never show them the song being working on for the past two years, but Zayde was becoming overwhelmed with their unceasing curiosity. The thought that they would try to steal what he was working on and pass it off as their own never crossed his mind, but he was afraid if he didn’t break away from the group, he would eventually cave in and show them a sample saved on his phone.

At the very least, the good music thumping the air around him from the concert was helping Zayde feel less miserable. His social battery was already running on low when he arrived at the venue and there was no chance for him to recharge it since he wasn’t in control of the instruments.

Maybe I can leave now. I did show some face, so Sydney can’t be pissed if I bail.

The phone in his pocket vibrated, signaling an incoming text. Checking the sender of the message, Zayde didn’t even bother to read the note before slipping the phone back into his pocket. An overwhelming sense of guilt nearly made him bring his hand up to his mouth. Zayde’s stomach was tied up in tight knots.

Dammit! Why do you keep talking to a horrible person like me, Kendra?

“What are you doing out here by yourself?” Sydney’s voice suddenly speaking behind the young musician nearly made him jump out of his skin. She closed the door, joining Zayde in the hallway. “Don’t tell me … you’re already burned out?”

Awkwardly scratching the back of his head, Zayde shrugged his shoulders. “I just needed some fresh air.”

“Babe, if you don’t get out of that shell, you’ll never be more than some small timer. Listen, you need to go through some uncomfortable spots of growth if you want to get far. I know that scares you,” Sydney sighed. “Trust me, I remember all the info-dump you gave me when you decided to tell me about everything you gave up on in your life. Does that make you a quitter? Probably, but don’t let that be the case with music.”

Zayde’s posture could only be described as “tense.”

“I want the best for you, so please don’t fight me the whole way. You have some crazy raw talent at your disposal, Zayde. You need some direction, that’s all. I’ve been in this business for a while. Nothing is guaranteed, but if you have other people vouching for you because you got buddy-buddy with them, then you have good chances of going big. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Of course that’s what I want, but they were getting under my skin. Do they have to keep pushing me about my projects?”

“Chill out, Zayde! They were just curious about your future work, that’s all. Why don’t you grow a thicker skin and come back inside? You moping out here isn’t making you look good. Please remember that your actions also reflect on me, as well.”

“All right, all right. The last thing I want is for them to talk shit about you. Sorry, Sydney.” Zayde leaned his head back, taking a deep breath. “Promise you’ll fend them off when they get too annoying?”

“I think you are more than capable of doing that yourself, Zayde.” Sydney winked, leaning in to plant a kiss on his lips.

His twitching hands settled on her hips, pulling her closer to him. Their relationship could be considered as a fairytale; at least that’s what it was from Zayde’s perspective. Most people questioned what Sydney what she was doing with a “lower league” kind of guy. Their cynical comments never bothered him much; Zayde took pride in the fact that he was surrounded with naysayers and jealousy.

One of the musicians suddenly opened the door. The light from the lounge room was casted on them. The couple froze up.

“Don’t mind me, lovebirds. Security just said that a car jumped the curb rammed into one of the ticket booths outside! Caught on fire and everything!” the musician said in an inappropriately excited voice, leaving them behind in the hallway.

A couple of moments of silence later, the pair resumed.

“I love you, Zayde.” Sydney was less than an inch away from her boyfriend.

He, in turn, hesitated.

Shit…

“Zayde … I said, ‘I love you.’” Sydney’s tone slipped from sweet to tense.

“I-I love you, too.”

Oh, the cringe! Both of them thought at the same time.

Zayde wanted to slap his own head, but his hands were preoccupied. No matter how much of a performer he was, it didn’t discount the fact that Zayde was still a horrific liar at the end of the day.

“Sorry. I know we talked about this. The whole ‘don’t say it if you don’t mean it’ conversation. Honestly though, we’ve done so many things, I figured you’d be able to say it by now.” Sydney pulled back, looking away.

Oh, this is getting really awkward. Zayde tensed up.

“Listen, Sydney … I just didn’t want to lie to you. I only want to say it when I really mean it! Wouldn’t that mean more—?”

The music coming from the stage was cut out. Both Sydney and Zayde turned their heads to look down the hallway that led to the platform where the musicians were playing.

“They stopped the show because of the car accident!” Sydney’s voice was beyond agitated as she disengaged herself from the loose hug that she was held in. “Someone must have died!”

Oh no…

Zayde felt a skin-crawling sensation rush through him. His spine stiffened as he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. The dull pain that momentarily covered his body converged, focusing into a single point of pressure. At the moment, the spot was located over his chest.

Something is about to go very wrong!

The chorus of screams from hundreds of people soon filled the silence left by the interrupted performing band. The hairs on the back of Zayde’s neck began to stand on end. Heart beating out of rhythm and adrenaline slamming into his blood vessels, Zayde’s body was getting ready to fight for his life without even knowing the situation.

There’s something here … something evil.

“Sydney, we need to leave now! Something’s coming!”

“Zayde? What’s going on?”

An object slammed against the wall at the end of the hallway. Within a second, a humanoid raced into couple’s line of sight. The entity slammed his head into the object with an open mouth, momentarily revealing the massive fangs.

With eyes opened wide, Zayde suddenly recognized the object thrown into the wall was a human body. It was the remains of the musician who had decided to go investigate the car crash. The creature feasting on the corpse was also recognizable.

“Oh my God!” Sydney’s body began to quiver as her voice cracked.

Reaching out and snatching a hold of Sydney’s hand, Zayde turned back on his heel, pulling her weight behind him. He had seen enough stories in the news and footage scattered across the Internet to know what that beast was. As Zayde turned away from the newfound threat, the pressure that threatened to crush his chest suddenly transferred, relocating to his back. The compression point was pointing back to the monster, relative to Zayde’s position.

Why the hell is a Chroma here?!

“AHH!” Sydney’s blood-freezing scream met Zayde’s ears as her wrist was violently ripped from his grip. Whirling around, Zayde saw that the Chroma had somehow covered a distance of over seventy feet in a blink of an eye. The red-colored eye gleamed, glowing in the dimly lit corridor like a flame from hell itself.

“Sydney!” Zayde screamed, about to lunge forward. The young woman who he had met at a party many months ago and had been seeing up to this point was now on the ground.

His fist tightened as he began to charge the monster.

Zayde gained some sort of strength from seemingly one day to the next, but this situation was way above his abilities. He couldn’t understand how he had become this way, but going up against this enemy was way out of Zayde’s league.

Gritting his teeth, Zayde took a step forward and raised his hand over his head, readying to bring down his fist on the assailant. This is not about me being too weak! This is about me being a coward! Fuck being a coward!

The Chroma’s head shot up without warning, the glowing eye locking onto Zayde with a leer that brought the young man’s entire body to a grinding halt.

Why can’t I move?!

Without breaking eye contact with the young man, the Chroma lifted Sydney’s struggling body up toward his gaping jaw. The razor-sharp, shark-like teeth were coated in bloodied saliva.

“Zayde! Zayde!” Sydney screamed as she tried to fight for her life. Nevertheless, all of her thrashing amounted to absolutely nothing. The Chroma’s strength was never going to be overcome by a human.

Sydney! Zayde screamed in his mind, since his jaw didn’t respond to his commands to move it.

Blood sprayed all the way up to his unblinking eyes. There was nothing Zayde could do but stare as the Chroma’s teeth sliced right through Sydney’s soft neck and shoulder. She continued to scream, taking shallow breaths to fuel her extended shouts of agony. All of this violence only seemed to encourage the Chroma to chew into her flesh with more vigor.

Move! Dammit! Fucking MOVE!

The Chroma suddenly stopped feasting on Sydney, dropping her from his hold and slowly standing up. Sydney convulsed on the ground, choking on her own blood. Her eyes rolled up to the back of her head as the tremors in her body began to subside. Zayde had never seen this much opened-up flesh in his life and the sight of it was giving him nausea, but he lacked the ability to eject the contents of his gut.

“You … different…” The Chroma’s voice was guttural, laden with a strange pronunciation of the vowels and consonants. “You … have power.”

They can speak our language?! The horrid realization hit Zayde.

The red eye glowed brighter, reaching a degree of intensity that Zayde’s retina was about to be burned out of his eye socket. The center of his vision turned black, spreading across the rest of the pupil until he could no longer see anything. His body experienced the sensation of being lifted off the ground.

What’s going on?!

Zayde found himself floating in darkness, with no ability to discern direction. Spending what felt like an eternity in that space, he began to wonder if he had died.

A wave of relief rushed over him when he caught a hold of a sound. That newfound comfort was short lived as the sound became gradually louder and more recognizable. It was the sound of someone’s nails scraping a pane of glass.

That was when Zayde saw a snapshot of a delicate hand scoring what seemed to be a window, leaving deep grooves in the surface. A glowing cyan overlay of transparent talons surrounded the fingers momentarily.

Images of violence, war, and death were projected to Zayde like a presentation. In the midst of all the severed limbs and people choking on their own blood, he saw creatures, peculiar and strange. In their own way, they resembled humans, but they were more akin to what Zayde figured a demon would look like.

The gory movie reel ended abruptly as Zayde’s viewing party was stopped at an image of one of those demon-like humanoids feasting on the body of a human.

His foot shot forward as he regained the ability to move. Zayde found himself a step closer inside of the spectacle; it was no longer an image. He had stepped into the world of horror and violence.

The fire in the pit at the far side of the room was the only source of light. Situated in front of him was the demon that possessed a white left eye and a golden right eye. The humanoid monster’s maniacal glare was filled with delight. Upon spotting that creature, Zayde’s entire body began to violently shake. There was a building pressure that threatened to crush his chest and skull just by being near the beast.

“What is this?!” Zayde’s voice echoed in the room as if he were in a cave.

Without warning, the woman on the ground began to shriek.

Jumping back from the sudden outburst, Zayde’s heart rate accelerated as sweat poured down his body. The beast in front of him came alive, tearing more pieces of flesh to feed the murderous hunger.

The woman continued to wail as the monster chomped deeper into her neck and shoulder. When he ripped out a sufficient amount of gore, the monster slammed the woman against the floor, pinning her. The beastly humanoid let out a small chuckle as excess blood dripped out of his mouth.

“Humans do taste better when they struggle,” the monster growled as he continued to gorge. “That feeling of helplessness tenderizes the meat.”

The woman’s screams were cut short after a deep pop, originating from her spinal cord, echoed throughout the room. The twitching of her limbs stopped, as she was rendered motionless. Zayde could do nothing but was watch as the unsightly beast devoured the human victim.

The stench of blood filled his nose.

Stop this! Stop it! Zayde repeated over and over in his head.

“Oh?” the monster announced, removing his face from the mincemeat that used to be the woman’s neck. “There is no stopping this…”

The monster loosened his grip on the woman he had partially devoured; her body hit the floor with a soft thud.

“There was never a way to stop this. This is all because of you…” The monster turned toward Zayde. The pale-white skin highly contrasted against the jet-black hair that covered most of the face. The jagged teeth were stained dark red from the recent “meal.”

“You’re the last piece … the catalyst to starting the chaos. Your existence has triggered the war, but your presence is no longer needed.” The monster’s sickly mouth twisted into an evil grin. The beast reached his gnarled white hand down toward the young man, grasping for his throat. It was then that Zayde realized that given his current height, he was far closer to the ground.

Am I … very young? Is this a memory?

Stuck in place again, Zayde could do nothing as he watched the clawed hand close in. He shut his eyes; the only remaining means of escaping this fate was to disconnect himself from it. However, the hand that was coming to choke the life out of Zayde never came.

He cautiously opened one eye.

What…?

Zayde could feel his eyelids blinking, but the darkness was all around him once again, essentially equating to blindness. Noise battered his ears. It was a deep, resonating sound that shook the foundation of his soul.

Mind flooded with a series of still images of the room, Zayde struggled to gather what was happening next. He deduced that the monsters’ hand successfully grabbed his throat. The last group of freeze frames was the blurry flash of his arms coming up to grapple the monster’s hands. That’s when Zayde saw the ribbons of light, seemingly sprouting out from his arms and flicking back and forth like enraged serpents.

Static noise soon took over, drowning out the previous sound as the universe around him suddenly shifted to a bright, white dimension.

The barrage of noise stopped. Soft music played.

There was something about the harmonious piece that yielded a feeling of peace over Zayde’s soul. The tranquility brought on by the song was a sensation that he had been seeking for months.

It was soothing, and despite his expertise in music production, he could not identify a single one of the instruments that were contributing their part to give the rich tones of the harmonious sound. Soul battered from sorrow and agony, Zayde was elevated with the song. Weightlessness replaced his anxiety.

This is touching my soul…

His eyes widened with the realization.

Wait—I know this! I know this song!

Zayde blinked to find himself in the room again. Located beside the mutilated woman on the ground was the monster that advanced toward him previously. The dismembered body of the golden-eyed monster was discarded all over the ground.

A female voice spoke up.

It wasn’t originating from the external world. This was coming from somewhere inside of Zayde. Unlike all of the elements that had assaulted him so far—there was something about the voice that gave the young man a sense of security.

Turning on his heel without uttering a word, Zayde left the corpses behind. Just ahead of him was a door hidden in the darkness. The only reason he knew it was there was because of the light bleeding through the small spaces between the door and the frame it was bolted to. Zayde reached out, pushing the door open with some effort. The light flooded in as the door swung out, leading out to the unknown.

Warmth blanketed him. His young body gladly accepted the comforting sensation. The female voice whispered in Zayde’s ear; he couldn’t discern what she said. The white light was ripped away from him in the blink of an eye.

Zayde was plunged back into reality, waking up to the sound of wet chewing.

An agonizing pain was running rampant in every muscle fiber of his body as he slowly pulled himself off the ground. Evidently, when the Chroma stared at him and somehow triggered him to go into a trip into the depths of his own mind, Zayde’s muscles loosened.

The Chroma from before was seated on the ground about ten feet away from where Zayde was lying on the vinyl flooring of the hallway. Underneath the monster’s body was a pool of dark-red blood, slowly flowing away from whatever was right in front of the humanoid.

Finally pushing himself up to one knee, Zayde struggled to gain control of his aching body. The wet crunching that had stirred him suddenly ceased.

“How do you have, Rutem?” The Chroma’s guttural voice sounded slightly different than before. The voice was muffled, as though there was material blocking his vocal cords.

The Chroma turned around to face the musician. Wedged inside of the monster’s mouth was Sydney’s forearm, torn off below the elbow. The red eye focused his leer, studying Zayde curiously.

At that very moment, something inside of Zayde’s bowels turned over. However, seeing the gore that used to be his lover didn’t trigger this sudden upset in the deepest parts of him. Something moved inside of Zayde.

What the hell was that?!

Reaching down to his stomach, Zayde grabbed a hold of the skin stretched over his abdominals and gave it a twist. The pain from before was nothing compared to now. The inside of his body felt like it had caught on fire.

“Ah! AH! You fucker!” Zayde screamed, leaping up to his feet with sudden vigor. Although the pain was almost unbearable, it served as fuel to propel him forward. There was no time to figure out what was going on. There was only time to act on his impulse.

Now that he was upright, Zayde was able to look over the crouched form of the Chroma to see Sydney’s half-devoured corpse. Her lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling with a blind stare. Her body was separated into two main pieces, top and bottom with the belly button being the reference of the severing line.

Silence took over Zayde’s world, remnants of the screams from other people in the concert hall and roars from the other Chroma that had attacked the attendees fading.

Kill it!

Zayde’s internal voice coaxed him to take action. His fists tightened. Where was the influx of power coming from? Zayde couldn’t give a shit anymore. He was far too preoccupied preparing to exact his revenge.

The door behind Zayde leading to the lounge room where the other artists were relaxing swung open unexpectedly. Light from the brightly lit room flooded into the dimly lit passageway he was standing in. A second Chroma stood in the doorframe, slightly bent over and breathing heavily. Another compression point appeared on his body, directing back to where the other threat was located.

The Chroma looked directly at Zayde. From what the young man could see, the walls were splattered with blood, the corpses of the musicians thrown about the room.

Zayde took a step back; his anger quickly subsided and was replaced with fear. Wait. Why are they not attacking me?

Before Zayde knew it, he found himself running forward, past Sydney’s corpse without looking back. She was gone; there was nothing that could be done to change that. He had passed through a couple of bends and found the door leading to the stage was within his reach.

Launching himself through the opening and out onto the empty platform, Zayde held breath as he stood alone in the spotlight.

Somewhere in the darkness of the amphitheater’s seating, Zayde found that mostly everyone had evacuated, not counting those who were unfortunate enough to become some a savage beast’s meal. There were five Chroma spread out across the seating section of the audience, all of them busy devouring their captured prey.

His abrupt appearance must have triggered their keen senses, because all of them snapped their heads in Zayde’s direction, red eyes glowing brightly in the obscurity. Strangely, not a single one of them made a move to confront the new potential target. Instead, they were silently observing the human’s movements.

Zayde couldn’t fathom what was going on. For what reason were they not attacking a defenseless human? Was he not their prey? Or were they too full from the flesh of others?

A scuttling sound echoed above the lone surviving human’s head. There was movement up in the rafters. Soon after that subsided, there was an entire army of that sound following the lead. Zayde didn’t wait around to find out what that was hiding in the ceiling, diving for the nearest cranny he could fit himself into to hide.

Somehow sensing and identifying the nervous energy emanating from the beasts that were feasting in the audience seating area, Zayde held his breath. The Chroma’s cries of surprise and horror rang out as a song of despair in the otherwise silent concert hall.

Punching massive holes in the ceiling tiles, bodies began to plummet down to the ground. Zayde could only catch the flash of their red eyes as they crash-landed on the Chroma that feasted on the corpses. He could scarcely believe his eyes. What he was witnessing was the clashing of Chroma, red eye against red eye.

“Fools! Berserk heathen! Where is the body of Gentaro Mori?!” a loud voice cried out in the monster’s native tongue.

“His blood has … uncovered our eyes. We will not serve … your master anymore!” The rebellious Chroma’s voice was far less human-like than his opponent.

“Then you will die,” the giant Chroma growled, reaching out and grabbing a hold of the rebel. There was a small struggle, until the leader established a firm grip on the rebel’s neck, throwing him up into the ceiling. His body slammed into a cluster of metal beams that supported the roof from collapsing on the audience below. The impact from the body’s weight and speed shook the building down to the foundation.

A different body abruptly dropped from the ceiling about five feet from where Zayde Maddox was situated. It was the mangled mess of an older man.

A pair of powerful legs landed right in front of Zayde. Slowly raising his head, Zayde’s eyes ran up the massive body of the Chroma.

After uttering some words in the Chroma’s language, with an air of disgust and hatred, the presumed leader lifted his head, catching sight of Zayde. A wicked grin widened across his pale face, red eye gleaming with anticipation.

The Chroma switched to English. “What’s this? Rutem energy … from a human?”
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1.

The bio-isolation suit that Phillip wore while he roamed the grounds of Site Zero was prone to building up moisture and heat, despite the frigid temperatures of the Russian tundra. Sweat covered almost every square inch of his body.

For the past two hours, Phillip Delgado and a team of NanoXLabs sample collectors were sweeping through the small village where the Alter-gens were first discovered to have broken out. To prevent the chances of contracting the fatal pathogen, all personnel wore the staple bio-isolation suits that were equipped with a re-breather apparatus that allowed the users to breathe in purified outside air. This gadget eliminated the necessity of carrying a cumbersome oxygen tank.

Most of the villagers’ corpses that were strewn all over the street were now relocated to an assortment center. From there, the corpses that fulfilled the requirements to become research subjects were separated and brought back to the labs.

A peculiar phenomenon was transpiring within each body that was found. Each and every one of the bodies was solidified. The texture and structure of the corpses’ skin was eerily similar to that of petrified wood.

“A damn head scratcher, ain’t it?” Jake suddenly interjected, breaking the intense silence and scaring Phillip, who was morbidly engrossed with studying one of the last remaining human corpses left on the street. Phillip nearly fell backward trying to put some space between the unannounced person and himself. Once the young man recognized his friend, he shook his head in respite.

“Geez, man!” Phillip took a deep breath, gathering his bearings.

It was the first time the two had the opportunity to speak to each other since their arrival at Site Zero.

“Still collecting material?” Jake sighed, looking curiously over Phillip’s shoulder. “I think we have enough to fill a small warehouse.”

“We probably do, but it’s going to take a small warehouse worth to figure out what the hell happened out here. On a side note, I’m not very sure what the bodies are like on the inside, but if they are all rock-solid like the outer layer of the skin … well, research is going to get very interesting to say the least.”

“Flesh turning to stone … I feel like I’m in an ancient Greek epic.” Jake looked around the empty area where they were currently standing in. “That chick with the snake hair … you know what I’m talking about.”

“That was probably one of your best references to date.” Phillip exhaled absentmindedly.

The town square of the small village held just over three thousand people. Over a third of the people were found out on the street, the bodies spread out from one end of the single main road to the other. To the cleanup crew’s credit, over ninety-five percent of the corpses were relocated in less than two weeks.

“I wasn’t expecting this when I got briefed into the program.” Phillip stood up. “Now I’m starting to see why Clay was so adamant about keeping a lid on this. All you need is the media to get wind of this and pretty soon a pandemic ends up breaking out. The people are better off not knowing.”

Jake’s uneasy feeling got a better hold of him, making him shuffle in place.

“Something bothering you, Jake?” Phillip turned to look at his colleague.

“Just a question,” Jake said with a nervous chuckle. “I overheard that you figured it out right before you were brought out here. Back at the lab, you used the program we made and you found something. If that’s the case, why are you gathering more samples instead of finalizing the Cipher Break sequence?”

“I wasn’t even close to cracking the code. This pathogen’s structure … it’s perfect. Also, there was a new element found inside of the code.” Phillip shook his head in an attempt to clear his busy mind.

“What element?” Jake asked, leaning up against the car that was to his immediate left. “I did the programming portion, so I’m aware of the parameters that make up the code analysis function.”

“The program didn’t specify, it just listed it as an unknown element.” Phillip shrugged, feeling a bit at a loss now that he was reminded of his failure to pinpoint the mystery puzzle piece.

Jake exhaled sharply.

“How complicated is gene-editing and gene-splicing nowadays? It’s become one of the most understood fields of study. With that in mind, the program that identifies the adenosine, guanine, thymine, cytosine, and uracil nucleotides found in DNA and RNA structures can be rudimentary without effecting data accuracy. What else is there to be found, granted we aren’t talking about the ribose/deoxyribose sugars or phosphates?”

“I understand the cynicism, genetics has come a far way. However, the evidence I’m finding is backing up my hypothesis.” Phillip glanced between his right and left before continuing. “Although this pathogen seems to possess some characteristics of a virus, I theorized that the microbe we are looking into could never be a virus from the get-go. I propose that the pathogens that caused this are the Alter-gens that Doctor Mori mentioned in his research.” Phillip bit his lip for a moment. “It’s not so farfetched anymore. We’re knee-deep in this shit.”

Jake shook his head in disbelief. “I wonder how long they all had to suffer before their bodies gave up the fight.”

“I’d say it was instant … and therefore, it has to be airborne.” Phillip stared at the empty town center. “Remember how the bodies were laid out when we first arrived?”

“All over the place?” Jake mildly shrugged.

“Precisely. They all looked like they dropped dead in their tracks, while they were carrying on with their lives,” Phillip said.

“Good eye.” Jake took a second look around.

“Back at the lab, the rodent I was testing with didn’t solidify like these bodies. However, everything on the inside was replaced with this sort of lime-green paste.”

“Paste? As in, the organs melted?”

“Mhmm.” Phillip nodded.

“What the hell?”

“There’s a possibility that there are different pathogens or just a single one that exhibits different symptoms, depending on the species it’s infected.” He then paused to take a deep breath. “It could be a biological weapon, or there is a characteristic to this region that could make the Alter-gens possible.”

“A characteristic? Such as?”

“Maybe there was a certain element that was unearthed. For all we know, this could have been created by a freak of nature incident of naturally occurring components coming together at the wrong time.”

“So what do we do if that’s the case? Do we just scorch this entire area?”

“No, we can’t do that just yet,” Phillip shook his head. Although the longer the scientists prodded the area, the greater the risk of the pathogens spreading grew. That potential condition weighed in heavily on Phillip’s mind, but there was a process to getting answers. “We need the data! If we destroy all of the evidence, then we won’t learn anything!”

“I agree with Phillip.” Clay slowly clapped his hands as he approached the two young men. He too was outfitted in the neon, light-blue NanoXLabs bio-isolation suit. “It would be a catastrophe if we lost valuable information that could be the very key that solves this problem.”

“Of course, sir. Sorry,” Jake offered his apology.

“No harm done.” Clay smiled. “After all, we already have the necessary material to test with, or has our bright prodigy found something else to add to our growing inventory?”

“When comparing the symptoms of the rats at the lab against the people here, I’m arguing that we are dealing with are two different pathogen groups that are infecting at the same time. Then again, it could be a single one that develops different symptoms depending on species. I can’t say that for sure until I run some experiments.”

“Intriguing!” Clay was awe-struck. “I looked over the material you submitted over the past two weeks. First off—good job to both of you for all of the hard work. Second, from your findings, I can see that there is some sort of pattern of unique symptoms from cropping up.”

Clay turned away and stared down the road, speaking to himself. “It’s sobering to see all of those dead bodies piled up, isn’t it?”

Phillip glanced over at Jake. The young man was awkward to be in a conversation with Clay Maxwell. It was to the point that Jake keeping his “fake smile” was starting to tax his mental strength. There wasn’t a single instance in the past that Phillip could think back on and remember Jake ever being comfortable with his boss. There was always a fixed amount of coldness that Jake held against Clay Maxwell.

“Thank you, Mister Maxwell. We appreciate your feedback and we’re striving to meet expectations,” Phillip acknowledged his superior.

“Well said.” Clay casually smiled again. “Once we figured out what happened here, we will publish our findings and make sure the world is ready to counter any future outbreak. Well then, gentlemen. Good talking to you both, but I have other matters to attend to, as well.” Clay gave a small wave as he turned away. “Remember, guys, this is a joint operation. We have the best of the best from all around the world here. We’re all in this together.”

“Yes, sir!” Phillip called back.

After the CEO of NanoXLabs put some distance between himself and the two young men, Jake’s fake smile wrinkled into a nasty smirk. “‘We’re all in this together,’ he says! Bullshit!”

“Come on, Jake.” Phillip sighed. “Give it a rest.”

“Don’t tell me you believe what that clown says.” Jake turned to look at his friend. “You can’t take that guy at his word.”

“Okay, he is a little weird for a CEO of a multi-billion dollar company,” Phillip tried to defend his boss, but he couldn’t stop recalling the terror of staring down the barrel of the gun that Clay had pulled on him. “But he’s under a lot of stress, as we all are. Cut him some slack, all right?”

Phillip turned to meet Jake’s disgusted face.

“Huh. What else should I expect from you?” Jake rolled his eyes. “He puts you on a pedestal with a huge promotion, so it is logical that you would stick up for him. Clay Maxwell could use those frozen corpses to repave these streets and you’d somehow justify it was done in the name of science.”

Phillip raised an eyebrow. “That’s what you think of me?”

“Well, you are free to defend yourself at any time. Go ahead and say I’m wrong, but be prepared to back up your statement,” Jake shot back, his hand tightening into a fist. After a moment of hesitation, the fire in his eyes died out. “Okay, I went too far. Listen, all I’m saying is not to take that guy at face value and others won’t be accusing you of deep diving in his ass. Just stay on your toes, something about him gives me the creeps.”

“Fine, but I think you’re overreacting,” Phillip shot back with a snarky voice.

“I’m not going to fight you on this, Phil. You’re old enough to make your own decisions. I just wanted to give you a fair warning.” Jake turned away to leave. “I’ll be heading out to the transport. Lunch break is coming up pretty soon.”

Jake left without waiting for Phillip’s reply; the integrated boots of his suit crunched loudly on the dirty cobblestone road. Phillip stood in place, watching the only person who he really knew here leave him behind. There were times like these in the past when Jake would stomp off to let himself cool down. Phillip never thought too much about it, since his focus was somewhere else entirely.

I can’t expect you to have the same convictions as me, Jake. This is just a job for you. Me, on the other hand…

Phillip glanced down at the dead body, thin films of water collecting at the bottom of his lower eyelids. He quickly swallowed the pain. He didn’t want anyone passing by to see that he was capable of being emotional.
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Ten years ago…

“Come to my side, Phillip,” the weak voice coming from the withered body lying on the hospital bed beckoned the boy to come closer. The outstretched hand, slightly shaking from fatigue, was looking for the younger hand to grasp.

“I’m here.” Phillip came to his father’s bedside, grabbing a hold of the bone-thin hand and stabilizing it.

“Have I ever … told you how proud I am of you, Phillip?” His father, who physically looked more fitting to be his grandfather, smiled. The wrinkles around his face created deep grooves in his weathered skin.

“Every day.” Phillip smiled too, although the tears were threatening to spill out at any moment.

“Phillip. I’m afraid my time is short.” His father’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Whatever you do … live life for you. I’m telling you this, because I know you are mature enough to understand the situation. Don’t learn the terrible truths behind my work.”

For the past year, Phillip’s father was battling a disease that accelerated the aging process of his body. When he first contracted it, he appeared to be in his mid-40s and healthy. Within a single year, his body began to undergo rapid changes. Day by day, his skin started to wither and his senses dulled, until Phillip’s father had aged into his grandfather. A mere shrug was all the so-called experts could offer as an explanation to Phillip and his mother.

Phillip’s father trusted him enough to tell his son to never follow his footsteps, so all there was left to do was wait for the inevitable.

Phillip’s original intent was to obey his father’s wishes. However, once his dad’s deteriorating body finally gave up the fight, something changed in the young boy. He was angry. Specifically, he was angry that no one had the answers he wanted.

He was going to directly contravene his father’s dying wish.

While digging through his father’s belongings, Phillip happened upon some clues alluding to the work that was always kept in secret. Once he conducted some research, Phillip was able to connect the dots of the scattered notes, revealing what his father was involved in. The paramount discovery in the paper pile was some sealed document holders that were labeled as “Doctor Gentaro Mori.”

Once he understood what field of study his father was involved in, Phillip knew without a doubt what he had to accomplish with his life.

He boarded a train headed in the direction of his new school, new environment, and new home. There were some nearby relatives from his mother’s side who coordinated to bring Phillip under their wing while he adjusted to his fresh surroundings. It was in those years spent away from his real home where Phillip pursued his newfound calling. To rid the world of all diseases was the scorching desire of his heart.

In his early days of college, his teachers and fellow students often ridiculed him for his unfounded ideas to combat pathogens. Most of Phillip’s concepts were so unorthodox when compared to modern medicine, he was almost considered a heretic for daring to be different. Nevertheless, he pursued the often ridiculed “crazy” ideas, until NanoXLabs picked him up. It was the perfect testing ground to make his dream come true.
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“Who is the crazy one, now?” Phillip chuckled to himself, exiting memory lane and coming back to the present. He had come so far since those judgmental college days. Phillip was no longer that freshman with no clue. He had discovered a way to render the flu and other common sicknesses ineffective against the body using the program’s genetic sequencing ability and then crafting the antivirus with the Cipher Break. That alone was a breakthrough worthy of a Nobel Prize, but his ambition wouldn’t allow him to stop there. The Cipher Break had the potential to keep evolving, eventually becoming the ultimate cure-all.

All too soon, the Alter-gens reared their ugly heads. It was all the more reason for Phillip to pour his entire being into his work.

“…But until I discover the ‘cure-all,’ I’m nothing but an idiot with a big mouth.” The young scientist took a couple of steps away from where he was standing originally. “Good thing I’m a salary employee now—I’m going to be putting in some serious overtime.”

On the ground just a couple yards away was a massive splatter of frozen blood, caked onto the cobblestone. The possibility of Alter-gens being some sort of a biological weapon was not ruled out yet. Clay Maxwell himself suggested that there was that possibility. “But who could make such a weapon?”

Is it possible? Phillip rolled the idea around in his mind. Are Alter-gens synthesized after all? Who is to say they are naturally occurring?

Phillip’s vision focused, allowing him to spot a peculiar trace of marks running through the pool of spilt blood. Although just thinking it made the young scientist question his own sanity, Phillip could’ve sworn that the marks imprinted in the sticky surface was similar to that of paw prints.

Were those there yesterday?

“Eeek!”

A young woman yelped as she tripped, dropping a box full of samples onto the ground. The small glass vials rolled in random directions. The light-blue-suited figure bowed her head with embarrassment as she reached out to collect the spilled contents.

“Hey! You okay?”

The head looked up at Phillip, a doll face with glasses staring at him with an astonished expression before looking away bashfully.

“You biffed it pretty hard.” Phillip glanced at the spot where her footing failed her. One of the cobblestones was slightly raised up from other surroundings ones, creating a snare for her boot.

“Y-Yeah, I’m fine,” the girl responded quietly. “I was testing to see if gravity was still working.”

“Really?” Phillip tried to hold back a chuckle. “If that was your intention, I’d say you picked a pretty rough spot to test its relentless nature.”

“Yeah, I guess,” she answered sheepishly, recovering all of her lost vials.

Phillip walked over to her, grabbing the box from the young woman, despite her brief protest of not wanting someone else to carry her items. He used his free hand to help her to her feet. As she stood upright, Phillip shot a quick look at her knees to ensure that the seal that isolated her body from the outside world was still intact. Thankfully, the NanoXLabs suits were more durable than Phillip initially thought.

“Thanks, but you really didn’t have to.” The young woman nodded, avoiding eye contact. “…But it was nice of you.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m considered to be unreasonable asshole by my peers, but there are some things that even I can’t turn a cold shoulder toward.” Phillip shrugged.

“Well, if you feel so inclined, I guess it would be rude to turn down your help.” The young woman nodded with a reserved smile. “My name is Kelly Smith, and I already know your name, Mister Director of Research and Development for Special Projects.” Kelly gave a small smile, lifting her head slightly. She was still too timid to meet Phillip’s gaze.

“Kelly Smith?” Phillip repeated, racking his brain, wondering if he heard that name before. “Do you work under my division?”

“Nope. The only tie I have to NanoXLabs is this suit they provided me. I’m a specialist in genetic engineering. Clay Maxwell personally tasked me here. You could call me a freelancer.”

“Ah, I see, Miss Freelancer.” Phillip nodded. “Word has really spread around about my promotion?”

“It’s all the buzz back at camp,” Kelly said nonchalantly. “I don’t know if I should mention this, but when it comes to the Cipher Breaker, pretty much anyone who isn’t part of NanoXLabs is—well, there is no nice way to put this.”

“I expect as much.”

“Well, they think it’s all science fiction.”

“Let them think that. The Cipher Break was going to be difficult to understand. I don’t blame their distrust, it’s just ignorance. People are afraid of what they don’t understand,” Phillip said proudly, a deep smirk imprinted on his face. “Most of those guys aren’t even qualified to have an opinion, but I’m more interested in a genetic engineer’s opinion. Do you think it’s a sham?”

When Phillip asked, Kelly recoiled back to her shy self, just as she was starting to warm up to the conversation.

“Um … it’s new and—it does come off a bit bizarre. It’s easier to just say that it’s ‘too good to be true.’ Conversely, I do believe that you’ve happened on something with potential.” Kelly gave another small smile and shot a side-glance at Phillip. “That being said, since we’ve continued to work on this project without any sense of direction, I’m assuming that your method wasn’t effective against this disease?” Kelly asked, her voice a tad worried.

She’s sharp. Phillip could feel her words pierce his body like a spear plunging through his chest.

“Your assumption is spot on,” he agreed. “I can’t delve into the particulars because it will take forever to explain, but to briefly clue you in, I believe that what we’re dealing with here isn’t a virus.”

Kelly looked around with an air of awkwardness. “A body basically hardening into stone is not a symptom you would see from the flu.”

Her response was wordy, but it was certainly more graceful than if she flat out said, “No shit, Sherlock.”

Ack! Phillip’s pride took another volley from the woman’s sarcastic tone. He quickly switched subjects as a silent retreat. “So, you said that Maxwell personally tasked you here?”

“Mister Maxwell is very good friends with my father,” Kelly said, keeping her eyes at their usual low angle. “They’ve worked together on many projects in the past. At my father’s recommendation, Clay organized my participation and I was sent out here to help.”

“Did you have any family ties to NanoXLabs or are you just a hired on genetic engineer?” Kelly asked, shuffling her foot. Some of her mannerisms suggested that she was great at conversing, but only when someone else started the conversation.

“Actually, I almost didn’t get hired in the first place. I bombed my first interview. Luckily, they took me in after a second chance.” Phillip chuckled, grinning broadly. The second interview was the one that Clay Maxwell sat in on so that he could listen to the young man ramble about his eccentric ideas on how to rid the world of diseases. That was why the CEO himself sat in on the second go-around. Word had gotten around that some young man was spilling his guts over some very unorthodox concepts of virology. Clay wanted to see what this pathfinder had to say for himself.

“Dear, oh dear.” Kelly let out another giggle, perhaps involuntarily. “Well I bet they’re happy that they picked you up, considering your contributions so far.”

For the first time, Kelly looked Phillip in the eye.

His own eyes widened a little as he finally saw those soft, mahogany-brown eyes.

I could get lost in those eyes for a while…

Phillip’s face began to burn from the oncoming blush.

“You know, I didn’t expect someone so high on the totem pole of NanoXLabs to be so—I don’t know—normal?” Kelly grinned.

“Don’t be fooled, I’m actually a stand-in for the real guy, my name isn’t even Phillip.” The young man winked.

Kelly had to stop short because the transparent piece of her helmet was starting to fog up from her laughing.

“Well, Mister Puppet, I do believe that we are a little late for lunch. Aren’t you starving?”

“Not always. Usually I have a hard time separating myself away from work, but this time I think I can make an exception…” Phillip fell in step with her.

“Hey! You want to pick up the pace, Delgado?” Phillip’s shoulder-clip radio started to blare the transport driver’s grouchy voice. “Your group is going on break!”

“We’re on the way!” Phillip reached up to the device and activating the microphone, informing the man responsible for their safe return to the field research center. “Whereabouts at base do you stay?” Phillip turned to look at Kelly as his boots crunched on the dirty street.

“Since I’m not actually affiliated with any group, I don’t have to share a complex like the others do.” Kelly winked, her giggle slipping out from her reserved grasp again.

“So what, do you sleep out in a tent?” Phillip raised an eyebrow.

“No, silly! Clay gave me my own room.” At this Kelly let out a small sigh of relief, as if the mere thought of having a roommate was unacceptable.

“Wow, Clay gave you your own place? Now that’s impressive! My position considered, and I still have to share a room with others. I suddenly don’t feel worthy to talk to you.” Phillip chuckled, looking at the young woman who was blushing and laughing.

The installation that the operations were run from was reallocated from the Russian government. An abandoned military base was refurbished and modified to accommodate the scientists for their dorms, research, and a place to eat their food. Some of the rooms were retrofitted with seals to make the spaces airtight. Those upgrades were implemented so that experiments involving airborne contagions could be handled safely without the risk of breaking containment.

“Oh, come on!” Kelly threw her hands up.

“I’m just saying! Maybe I’m going about my career wrong.”

“I don’t think Clay plays favorites, but if there is one thing about him, it’s that he’s the avant-garde type, considering that he’s the head of a big company.” Kelly began to ponder what she said. “Mister Delgado, may I be frank with you?”

“I’d prefer that you didn’t lie to me. Also, just ‘Phillip’ is fine.”

“Right. I think that Clay being here at Site Zero is a little strange. I mean, the man is supposed to be leading a global company, making sure not to miss a meeting or an executive lunch date. Yet, he’s here. I don’t know, maybe he really is just too bizarre for me to understand and I’m just overthinking it.” Kelly waved it off as if her suspicion was nothing more than her lack of knowledge and overthinking the matter.

It was already too late. By the time Kelly tried to blame her suspicions on her over-analytical thinking, a seed of doubt was planted and a small vine of distrust began to creep into Phillip’s mind.

Why didn’t I catch on sooner? Unless Clay has something to offer to our push to find a cure, what exactly is he doing here? Does he have to supervise everything? Can’t he trust someone else to do that for him?

Phillip wanted to kick himself for his lack of analysis, but he also understood that his mind was far too occupied with the task on hand to notice the seemingly trivial particulars.

Just down the street, the transport vehicle engines purred, signaling that they were ready to leave. Before the duo could arrive, an anomaly occurred. An unannounced, dreadful feeling struck Phillip.

It was akin to a cold knife stabbing into his side. His eyes widened as his palms began to sweat. Something was following them and Phillip was sensing it. A mental image of the tracks bearing the resemblance of paw prints next to the corpse flashed in the back of his mind.

Shit! Don’t let it be what I think it is … but how could it be?! Isn’t everything out here supposed to be dead?!

A snarl erupted from behind the two humans. That answered the question.

Instinctively, Phillip snatched his free hand up and grabbed a hold of Kelly’s arm, his grip biting down like a vise.

“Keep moving!” Phillip whispered loudly, the transparent piece of his bio-suit positioned over his face was starting to fog up, making it difficult for him to see the street ahead of him.

Kelly threw a glance over her shoulder.

The suit crinkled, preventing her from spotting what was behind them. She was only able to catch a side-glance in her peripheral of what was bringing up the rear.

It appeared to be a large dog. Upon closer inspection, there was something horrifically wrong with it. It stalked behind the two with about twenty yards of separation. Another snarl and a cough later, the canine’s bony legs began to carry it at a faster pace, propelling its corrupted body forward.

“Oh … hell no!” Kelly shuddered. “H-how is this even possible? Something out here is alive?!”

“We’re close to the transport,” Phillip urged. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’ll be safe. Just keep moving.”

Kelly nodded without making a sound. Her body shook violently from the expectancy of being mauled to death, but her legs kept moving her forward.

The only horror element from Kelly’s childhood that kept her up at night was the hellhound-like creatures in movies. Surely, cruel fate decided that the seemingly undead creature creeping up on her heels was a monstrous canine. Her worst nightmare was brought to life.

We’ll be okay! I have Phillip with me! I’m not alone! Kelly winced, grabbing a hold of Phillip’s free arm and squeezing it in a tight embrace.

“Steady, Kelly. We’re almost there!”

“Phillip! Where the hell are you? What is taking so long?” the driver’s voice screamed through the radio. The radio unit’s speaker was loud enough to project the shout down the quiet street.

Phillip’s heart skipped a beat.

He didn’t have to turn his head to confirm his worst fear. He could hear the ragged breathing of the dog rapidly growing louder. The chase was initiated.
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“Dammit!” Phillip whipped his arm out of Kelly’s grasp, turning to look at the oncoming dog. Kelly’s arms rose to her mouth as she let out a shrill scream.

The transport was still about a hundred yards away. Closing in with terrifying speed, the grungy dog was going overtake Phillip and Kelly way before they could safely make reach the vehicles. Shortening the gap in a couple of seconds, the partially rotten body of the aggressive canine was flying at the pair of humans.

Phillip yelled, hoisting the box of samples over his head, as he locked eyes with the approaching monster. The dog leapt from ten feet away, aiming for the human’s chest to bring Phillip to the ground.

At the last second, Phillip slammed the box down on the dog’s head with all of the might in his tired arms.

The impact on the canine’s skull was enough to knock the monstrous mutant jaw loose, ejecting saliva out of its mouth. The spit sprayed the window of Phillip’s headgear as the dog crashed against the ground, narrowly missing the young scientist’s body.

“Come on!” Phillip yelled, grabbing a hold of Kelly’s small hand and pulling her away from the chaotic scene. There was nowhere near enough time for Phillip to get Kelly to the vehicles. The small counterattack bought them a little less than three seconds to get themselves to safety before the dog recovered and resumed the unrelenting pursuit. Reaching the transport in time was no longer a viable option.

He spotted the open door of a local pub to his immediate left. There were still other scientists who were on shift, milling about Site Zero. They didn’t hear the commotion from what was going down, since they were some distance away and preoccupied with their tasks.

“Everyone! Get the hell out of here! Hide!” Phillip yelled at the top of his lungs, hoping that the other scientists within earshot would heed the warning and secure themselves.

Kelly was unstable at first as the tips of her boots caught the ground a couple of times. After correcting herself, she ran in step with Phillip.

The dog regained a sense of its surroundings, shaking its throbbing head wildly before locating the people it was pursuing a moment ago. Blood, with an unnatural green tint, began to flow down its face, dripping off the corner of the bottom jaw. The beast let out a monstrous howl, swinging its head from side to side until its blood-shot eyes pinpointed the fleeing humans. The instinct to chase its prey drove the dog to bolt after the retreating humans with newfound vigor. That was the moment that Phillip began to hear the screams from the other workers in the surrounding area. The once-silent ghost town was now alive with the shrieks of the soon-to-be damned.

There are more of these dogs! Phillip’s anxiety ratcheted up three more notches.

Using every muscle fiber in his body, Phillip swung the solid oak door on its hinges and slammed it shut, right as the dog flew at it with a deafening crash. The impact nearly sent Phillip backward as he braced the door with his body. Kelly ran to Phillip’s side, wedging herself up against the wood.

“What the hell is that thing?” Kelly cried as her small body received a jaw-clacking jolt from the same dog that charged the door a second time.

Phillip reached up to the comm unit that was clipped to the shoulder piece of his suit.

“Kelly Smith and I have barricaded ourselves into a pub down the block from your location! We’ve been cornered by some ravenous dog!”

Jake’s voice yelled through the radio, “We’re on the way!”

Borrowing a gun from one of the guards at the back of the transport, Jake disengaged the safety and readied to shoot.

A ravenous dog? There are things out here that are alive?

“I hope that you’re good with that thing,” the driver said, throwing a glance over at Jake as he drove the rumbling set of wheels down the street.

“I know how to use this! You worry about getting us there!” Jake turned to look out in front of him. “Phillip! You still there?!”

“Yeah! I’m holding it back! It’s trying to break down the door!” Phillip yelled back, his voice strained as he withstood the barrage of attacks from the monster dog.

The radio fixed to the dashboard of the transport vehicle began blare with sighting reports of the same creature as Phillip had described. The other transport vehicles were scrambling to pick up the other scientists that were spread out around the ghost town.

“There!” the driver yelled out, pulling the handbrake and turning the wheel with a vicious tug. The momentum propelled the vehicle around a fixed point; the front tires stayed in place while the back end swung around to a stop. The wide construction of the transport vehicle prevented it from rolling over. Completely unfazed by the transport’s appearance, the dog continued ramming its head into the door, determined to kill the humans hiding inside the pub.

What remained of the mangy fur was a rusty brown color, not including the blood splattering from its already-split scalp. The shoulders of the beast could easily reach up to Jake’s waistline.

“Phil! Get away from the door! It’s gonna get busy where you’re standing!”

“Do it!” Phillip’s voice carried through the radio unit after a short delay.

The two guards in the back of the vehicle opened the top escape hatch, pointing their rifles at the dog. Jake leaned out from a rolled-down window, lining the unsightly dog in his sights. The three pulled their triggers at the same time.

A barrage of gunfire later, the smoke cleared.

The dog’s massive body dropped with a deep thud on the wooden deck in front of the pub’s threshold.

Jake exited the vehicle, keeping his weapon trained on the motionless body. He was watching for any movement. He sincerely doubted that the beastly dog would still be alive, since there were so many holes in its body, but he was playing it safe.

Screams from humans, snarling and barking from dogs, along with random spurts of gunfire erupted in the distance. Site Zero had come alive with defenseless prey and horrendous monsters.

“It’s dead,” Jake announced over his shoulder.

“We shot about two pounds of lead into it, what do you expect?!” one of the guards shouted, ejecting his magazine and checking for jams. “Hurry up the extraction!”

“Phil! You all right?” Jake called out, facing the front door of the pub as he cautiously approached the building.

“Yeah, we’re fine.” Phillip slowly opened the door that was riddled with bullet holes. The two occupants ran to one side of the pub, avoiding the line of fire. Jake walked up to the small wooden porch situated at the pub’s door. He took a closer look at the corpse. Blood was pooling underneath the lifeless body.

“What is this thing?” Jake whispered, spotting the strange lines running down the fur of the dog’s back.

“Phillip, let’s get out of here.” Kelly held on to Phillip’s arm, not daring to let go.

“Is anyone out there? The interference is preventing us from getting updated! Anyone?” a voice came over the communication unit that was installed in the vehicle.

The driver picked up the comm unit. “Site Zero is under attack! Mutated dogs have appeared and are hunting down the scientists!”

Phillip turned his head briefly to look at the corpse of the dead dog. His mind went blank as he analyzed the peculiar mutations present on the canine’s body. Besides the odd design in the fur and slightly tinted blood, Phillip recognized two small horns protruding from the canine’s skull. The bone spurs were located just above the eyebrow ridge.

“We’re picking up Mister Delgado and escorting him back to camp—!”

“AHHH!”

More gunfire rang out, the close proximity making Phillip’s ears ring.

Following the sound back the source, Phillip whirled around to look back up at the vehicle. Without making a sound to warn the humans of their arrival, several dogs emerged from around the back of the vehicle. They snarled with foam-encrusted mouths, flaunting their gigantic incisors.

“Fuck!” Jake hollered, his eyes drawn to the escape hatch. Two dogs had already scaled the vehicle and were making a mess of the guards and driver inside of the transport.

“Get back inside!” Phillip yelled, grabbing a hold of Kelly’s arm again and pulling her back to the pub. Jake followed in close pursuit, providing cover fire with what was left in the magazine of his borrowed pistol. He took out two canines on the ground before they could go for the kill. However, the bio-isolation suit’s limited peripheral vision prevented the gunman from spotting the target to his immediate left.

Kelly’s shrill scream tore through the air, briefly drowning out the incoming pack of snarling dogs.

A dog slipped past Jake’s pre-occupied gaze and after lunging forward, it clamped its massive jaws onto Kelly’s leg as Phillip pulled her through the door. The beastly mutt’s claws dug into the wood, wrenching back to yank the young woman back out of the pub.

Phillip’s mind went blank. He had no plan or clue on how to save Kelly. All he could do was to hold on and never let go.

“Die, fucker!” Jake turned, aiming his pistol a mere foot away from the devilish mongrel. He unloaded the last of his bullets into the dog’s neck and head. Blood sprayed in the form of mist, coating all three humans who were close enough to catch the gory shower. The canine’s mouth unclenched, letting go of Kelly’s leg.

“GO!” Jake yelled, pushing the two through the door and slamming it shut behind him. He spread out his arms and leaned against the wooden structure as more ravenous dogs joined to collide against the door.

Phillip’s face drained as he examined Kelly’s leg.

The miracle, considering the situation, was that the dog missed penetrating her flesh. The teeth of the canine pierced the skin of the bio-isolation suit. Phillip glanced at his friend with a lost look on his face. “The seal’s compromised! She needs an emergency decontamination!”

“Block the opening!” Jake yelled. His body jolted forward as he held the door closed from the constant barrage imposed by the hellhounds trying to break past the wooden barrier.

Phillip extracted a roll of tape from his belt and patched up the row of holes, using the adhesive strips to reseal the suit from cycling more contaminated air into the interior.

“Are you feeling off? Anything weird?” Phillip rattled off.

“W-well, I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack.”

Phillip nervously shrugged. “Well, that can’t be helped…”

Kelly winced as she looked at him, her lips trembling. “Phillip … what’s going to happen to me?”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you!” Phillip said without making eye contact. “We’re going to get you out of here! Everything’s going to be fine!”

It wasn’t a complete lie, but Phillip couldn’t be one hundred percent sure that what he was saying would come to pass. On the flip side, what was he supposed to say? That Kelly was as good as dead? At the moment, she wasn’t showing any symptoms. They could have a small amount of time to get Kelly into decontamination before it was too late.

Maybe my theory of the Alter-gens’ effects being instantaneous was wrong. But if that’s the case, why was everyone in the village spread out like they died on the spot?

Phillip shook his head, coming out of his analytical state of mind. “Jake! You got any more bullets?”

“I’m all out, bud.”

“Well shit … hold on.” The young scientist ran over to the bar’s massive counter.

The flashlight in Phillip’s headgear illuminated the bar space that he thrashed his way through. He was looking for anything that resembled an effective weapon, but there was nothing to be found that could be used to eliminate the threat.

There was one small detail that Phillip saw in passing.

A couple of sheets were laid out behind the counter with some rudimentary medical supplies strewn about. Whatever was back in this location, it appeared to be a makeshift medical station.

The locals were giving first aid … but why in a bar? Phillip couldn’t afford to speculate. There were far more pressing matters at hand.

Jake let out a couple of strained grunts as he continued to hold the door against attacks. Kelly’s predicament and the dogs’ relentlessness brought Phillip to snap.

“Fuck it all!”

“Nothing back there?” Jake asked.

“Just a bunch of fucking useless pieces of wood!”

“Hey now! A two-by-four of hickory makes one hell of a weapon!”

Phillip kicked over a small stool, sending the furniture clattering across the pub floor. The crashing sound alerted Kelly, who was still in a mildly disconnected state. Her fear-stricken face turned to look at Phillip, lips still trembling.

“I’m sorry, Kelly. I didn’t mean to scare you like that.” Phillip sighed, grabbing the top of his bio-isolation suit. He couldn’t run his hands through his hair, so this had to make do to satisfy his nervous twitch. “I’m just—”

“No! It’s okay.” Kelly shook her head, trying her best to put up a brave smile. “I’m just a little shaken up. I’m more used to my quiet lab environment.”

Jake growled under his breath. The dogs’ attacks were nowhere near as frequent as the first couple of volleys.

“Driver! Are you there?” Phillip called over the radio.

Radio static was the reply. Phillip’s hand slowly let go of the radio unit.

“Phil, we both saw what happened.” Jake sighed. “Could you switch out with me? I’m getting tired.”

As Phillip ran to assist Jake, he absent-mindedly slammed his hip into the ancient counter as he made the turn.

The impact sent a tremor all the way down the long, wooden structure. The pain shooting up his back was almost enough to bring him to another outburst until he heard a crunching sound, followed up a distinctive thud. Scrunching his eyebrows, Phillip hobbled back, looking underneath where he had previously checked. His eyes locked onto the metal body and wooden stock of the sawed-off, side-by-side shotgun. His eyes lit up like fireworks.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Phillip exclaimed, ducking under the counter and grabbing a hold on the firearm. He grabbed all the shells he could find, which was fairly sparse in number. Each one would have to count.

“What did you find, Phillip?” Kelly exclaimed, picking up on his excitement.

“This!” Phillip held up the newly acquired shotgun up over his head like it was a trophy.

Phillip ran back to the window to gauge the situation. “I’ve never had a thing for guns, but damn! This thing is beautiful!”

“Badger 13! Come in, Badger 13!” another voice thundered over the communications line. The stationary vehicle outside of the pub was designated as Badger 13. Phillip and Jake’s radios were also linked to Badger 13’s communication channel.

“Badger 14! There are three survivors from Badger 13! Three casualties, one very critical. In need of an emergency decontamination!” Jake called on the radio.

Coming across the ear like the voice of a hero, the uplifting call came back.

“Badger 14 is on the way!”

5.

Phillip’s body ached from the compiling stress over the past two weeks of non-stop working and the events of today. His muscles began to cramp up as his eyes were starting to shift in and out of focus in intervals.

“This is not what I signed up for!” Jake groaned, his body sore from taking the shock of all of the dogs battering on the door. For now, the canines were no longer slamming their heads against the entry point. Looking to his left, Jake saw a plank of wood in the beam of the flashlights attached to the head of his bio-isolation suit. He grabbed the piece, placing it in the metal clamps and blocking the door from opening. “Phil, give me that gun!” Jake demanded possession of the firearm, knowing it would be nowhere near as effective in Phillip’s inexperienced hands. Phillip handed the weapon to Jake without any resistance.

When Jake extracted the ammunition that was loaded into the weapon, he took a quick glance at the shells sitting flush against the firing pins.

“Judging by the shell, are those are buckshot?” Kelly took notice.

“Oh?” Jake raised his eyebrows, his expression suddenly shifting. “Don’t tell me, a fellow gun enthusiast?”

“I wouldn’t go that far…” Kelly looked away. “I just know a thing or two…”

“You sure seem to know what you’re talking about, Miss Smith!” Jake nodded, clearly impressed. “Hey, Phil, would you be mad if I called dibs on her, assuming we make it out of this alive?”

“Really? Right now? You have to do this shit right now, Jake?!” Phillip shouted.

Kelly sagged her head, looking at the ground while her face was red-hot from embarrassment. Jake chuckled at first, and then let out a yelp when Phillip wacked him on the back of the head.

“Seriously, man…” Phillip shook his head partly in disbelief and also with a bit of jealousy. The trivial matter was quickly forgotten as the three humans began to hear the distinct sound of glass cracking. The window on the far side of the pub became a new target for the pack of ravaging dogs.

“Never seen something so hell-bent on killing humans.” Phillip sighed, placing himself in front of Kelly.

“Is there a way out, Phil? As far as I can tell, we’re cornered!” Jake growled, hoisting the newly acquired shotgun up to his shoulder.

“I saw a ladder in the back when I was scavenging earlier! It might lead to the roof!” Phillip rattled off quickly, unable to take his bloodshot eyes away from the breaking window.

“Don’t you usually have good ideas that head of yours?” Jake rolled his eyes. “If they break the window, I can pulverize whatever comes through! I can’t miss when the dogs are funneled in!” Jake argued a solid point. The opaque glass began to crack as the first dog slammed against it with both front paws extended.

There was no time to craft a better strategy; the dogs were on an all-out offensive, resolved to feast on the humans taking shelter inside the pub.

“Here it comes!” Jake yelled.

Firing both barrels, two dozen steel balls were shot through the broken glass with a thunderous roar.

The speeding, metal buckshot pierced the head of the charging dog. The skull fractured, splitting the cranium into several large pieces.

The world was no longer as realistic as Phillip was taught to believe.

For years, the media reported of ravenous humanoids they called “Chroma.” They were just as hungry for human flesh as these dogs were. Phillip never thought he would see one of those humanoids, but he imagined it was somewhat as frightening as what he was experiencing at that moment. The world was filling with the monsters that were only supposed to exist in fairy tales.

“Reloading!” Jake yelled again, swapping fresh shells that Phillip threw over to him.

There were still three canines outside trying to break into the establishment. Jake tensed up, keeping mental note of how many shots he had left before he would have to use the shotgun as a club. That was only as a last resort.

The window offered a route into the pub for the dogs, but it was not the path chose to take after Jake killed one of theirs. Instead, the canines began slamming their weight against the wooden door again. The sun-beaten, weatherworn door began to slowly buckle after the repeated jolts.

“Now what are they doing?” Jake huffed as he craned his neck to direct his gaze back at the shaking door. Judging by the sound, all of the dogs were now taking turns pounding on the wooden structure, giving each other an opportunity to rest between volleys.

The dogs’ display of behavior was so inexplicable that Phillip began analyzing every available clue. There was the option of an open route from the broken window to get inside. Yet, the canines reverted back to a passageway with far more resistance to end up at the same destination. When Phillip peeled his eyes away from the door that was dancing on its hinges, he gazed at the vacant, shattered window.

The glass shards that were still wedged in place on the bottom of the windowsill were coated with the sticky blood from when the first dog tried to claw its way in. That was, right before Jake eliminated the threat with a deafening shotgun blast. Was it possible that the other dogs noticed the danger the glass shards imposed and decided to circumnavigate to another route?

No … that’s impossible! Could a dog actually—?!

One of the hellhounds suddenly poked its massive head in, turning its neck around curiously to catch a glimpse of what was inside of the building. It then dipped its mangy head and smelled the blood that coated the shards of glass.

As soon as Phillip caught sight of the canine, man and beast locked eyes. Phillip opened his mouth to warn Jake, but he found that his voice had disappeared.

Despite Phillip’s refusal to believe that there was something more to these dogs, the truth of the matter was that that monstrous hound was performing reconnaissance on the occupants of the pub.

The massive canine then opened its mouth as wide as it could stretch. Phillip braced for a yowl that would surely make him tremble, but his expectations were not met. The strange lines in the fur suddenly lit up. Bioluminescent dots lined down the back, much like the deep-sea anglerfish. Bony spikes began to sprout from the back, giving the dog an extraterrestrial appearance.

The mutated canine unleashed a human scream. To be exact, it mimicked the same scream that Kelly let loose when she was previously attacked.

“Oh my GOD!” Phillip hollered, jumping back and landing on his backside.

KA-BOOM!

Jake turned toward the source of the screech, firing both barrels. The buckshot tore through the head of the dog, ripping flesh and bone apart into a gory mess. The dead body now came crashing down on the glass, impaled on the shards of glass still stuck on the bottom of the windowsill.

Staying in the pub any longer was certain death.

“The ladder in the back! That’s our only option!” Phillip yelled, grabbing a hold of Kelly’s delicate wrist. “You’ll run out of ammo before you can kill them all! When the door breaks down, it’s over! We can argue until they get through or we can leave this place and have a drink later! How’s that sound?”

Jake looked at his friend with uncertainty. Their options were limited to holding out and cutting down the voracious dogs with the high risk of depleting their small stock of ammunition, or they all could ascend the ladder to get up to the roof and get stuck up there for a length of time before Badger 14 showed up. The second part was successfully slipping into the vehicle without getting mauled to death.

After a moment of hesitation, Jake’s smile started to form.

“It’s open bar! On your tab!”

“Shot for shot ‘til we all drop!”

The three humans hastily retreated to the back of the pub, ascending the ladder and reaching the roof by the time the front door was broken down. The pack of dogs gained entry to the now-empty bar.

Once they relocated on the roof, Jake slammed the access door shut after kicking the ladder over.

“Cutting it a bit close, Jake!” Phillip threw his head back, trying to catch his breath. “They got through the front door way faster that I thought!”

“Phillip, look!” Kelly exclaimed, pointing her gloved finger down the street.

The small group of humans found their saving grace rolling up in the form of a second transport vehicle, designation Badger 14. Two guards were carefully poking their guns out of the top hatch, shooting at the canines that followed the vehicle to this location. The rifles they were armed with had giant, spiral-type magazines slapped into the receivers, reducing the intervals of reloading the guns.

After the transport drove directly under the edge of the roof, Phillip, Kelly, and Jake jumped on the top, slipping in through the hatch and squeezing in beside the other scientists who were fortunate enough to evade the sudden invasion of mutated dogs.

The pack of over a dozen dogs that rallied to the pub from all the commotion were quickly dispatched by the two gunners, allowing a small recovery team to advance on Badger 13. However, after visual confirmation, the two guards and the driver assigned to Badger 13 were merely scraps of meat by the time Badger 14’s crew arrived.

“You saved our asses!” Jake let out a shout. “Thank you so much, but we got to go! Critical decontamination on our hands!”

The driver of Badger 14 nodded.

Those dogs, Phillip recalled the transformation in the window. No, those weren’t dogs … what the hell were they?!

The quarantine section was going to have a new admission. Phillip looked to his side where Kelly Smith was seated. He reached out, feeling the flesh of her arm through two layers of NanoXLabs bio-suits. He could faintly sense her warmth. The sudden contact got a hold of the woman’s attention.

“Thank you, Phillip,” Kelly whispered.

Now that there was no threat to be engrossed with, Phillip was able to notice an alteration within her irises. Between now and when he first saw her, there was a chromatic disparity.

The color of her irises shifted from mahogany brown to a slight purple.

6.

The monstrous dogs that appeared from other avenues with blood-soaked jaws walked around the abandoned Badger 13. The canines were struck with a sense of emptiness now that the prey had escaped. The pack sniffed around the truck, carrying on their business as though the carnage had never occurred.

A humanoid appeared to have materialized out of thin air. His bare feet slapped against the wet cobblestone street. The dogs snapped their heads in the direction of the approaching being, their mangled tails tucked between their legs. Some began to whine out of fear.

“You all did well. I couldn’t be more proud.” The voice’s pseudo-praising tone was chilling as the words were spoken in the Chroma’s native tongue. “…But you didn’t get all of them. I’m disappointed.”

The canines walked away from the deserted transport, slowly joining the human-shaped entity. The animals kept their heads low, avoiding eye contact.

The humanoid raised his head.

The red, right side eye brilliantly glowed in broad daylight. There was a twisted grin on his face that emphasized his excitement. “May this bring us closer to refining the gift given to us by our golden-eyed goddess, Agomi.”


PHASE 06

Claustrophobic Slaughter

March 17th, 2037. Local Time; 19:00

North American Continent, State of Montana.

Inside of Intel Gathering Facility

1.

BOOM!

When the door was more than halfway closed, the warped hinges were no longer grinding, allowing the door to effortlessly swing the rest of the way shut with a thunderous slam. Five seconds later, the numerous Bifol in pursuit crashed against the metal surface, scrapping away and trying to get in.

Captain John Kubovics took a step back, still keeping his SCAR-FN pointed at the door as he stared down the sights with one eye. Knowing better than to trust the questionable state of the door’s lock, John was prepared in case the Bifol managed to break through. His breathing was out of control as sweat poured down his face. The Aeonian armor’s cooling system was working overtime to counter the rising body temperature.

“Status!” John shouted.

“Armor integrity, seventy percent. Damage detected: shoulder plates, chest plate, helmet. Lacerations detected: arms, lower abdomen, back. Medical attention required.”

John and the remainder of the raid team were fully exposed for only twenty seconds. The group sustained heavy damage from multiple angles during their mad dash for the door.

Pulling up his team’s health report, John saw that nobody was wearing armor that had an integrity rating higher than seventy-five percent. Considering the circumstances, he was dumbfounded at how the team managed to get this far, considering the growing influx of threats.

“Is the medical officer alive?” John asked in a raspy voice.

“She’s fine!” Steeljaws grunted softly, clutching his side with the hand that wasn’t propping up his rifle.

“Captain! The level one locks won’t hold forever!” Zoe panted. “You two stand guard while I power up this room!”

“Gunnar, let me see your wound,” Sandy said in a hushed tone.

“Don’t worry about me.” Steeljaws removed his blood-smeared hand from his side, hoping that showing stability would somehow convince the medical officer that he was suddenly better. It was backbreaking to simply stand in place. He took a deep breath.

“Sandy, help Zoe! I’ll be fine!”

Sandy was about to protest, but swallowed her words and nodded. Despite the fact that the team was in need of medical attention, locating the escape route took precedence. Turning away from Steeljaws, she regrouped with Zoe without objection.

The room the team retreated into measured around fifteen feet wide by thirty feet in length. The red blinking lights overhead located in each corner provided just enough ambient light to make navigating past toppled furniture and shattered equipment possible. The limited light also revealed more victims of the Chroma, their corpses strewn about the floor like discarded garbage.

“If I go down, Gunnar, Zoe is next in the line of command,” the captain began. “The primary objective—get the medical officer out of here. After you kill all of the Chroma, grab the data drive. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.” Steeljaws nodded.

In this line of work, HAWK fighters were riding the narrow edge of death every day. The only reason John’s current team stayed together up until this assignment was because of their extensive training and just a little bit of luck.

The plate reading “Intel Gathering Room No. 2” was situated next to the door that formed one of two exits. Zoe turned her head away from her left, which was where the computer terminal was located. What was left of a guard’s body was smashed up against the wall. The entire facility was filled with the overpowering smell of decaying flesh, but this room’s air in particular was thoroughly saturated with the stomach-wrenching stench.

“Oh God…” Sandy groaned when she caught sight of the bloody mess that was left in the corner. She raised her hand to her mouth, trying to fight back the urge to vomit again.

“Stop staring if you can’t handle it!” Zoe’s voice was more irritated than usual. “Give me a hand over here!”

Utilizing the flashlight fixed to the end of the Kriss Vektor to light her path, Zoe walked up to the door at the far end of the room. There was a narrow window situated next to the closed door. Zoe peered through the opening for a moment, visually confirming the next room wasn’t set up for an ambush. Once she verified that there was no other threat in the vicinity, she reached down and pushed a button on the console located right in front of her.

“Go to the desk mirroring this one over there. Hit the same orange button I’m pressing over here,” Zoe instructed.

Sandy stopped for a moment when her eyes rested on the mangled corpse again. An involuntary shudder ran through her spine. The medical officer began to mutter something under her breath, but she swallowed her words as soon as she spotted Zoe’s helmet facing in her direction. With the faceplate concealing Arsenault’s face, Sandy couldn’t see Zoe’s expression, but she didn’t have to.

“Get it done or get eaten for all I care!” Zoe barked out, a vein on her forehead beginning to swell under the skin. “Got it?!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Sandy forced herself to take a step forward, only standing a pace away from the corpse. The face was unrecognizable in the current condition and the sparse light, but there were characteristics that gave a vague idea of the guard’s age.

“Simmons?” Sandy tried to keep whatever was left in her stomach from spilling out. She found this to be challenging, since not even a day had passed since she was laughing and talking with this man. The only thing that was still identifiable was the reflective Velcro patch with his last name embroidered on it.

The second button on the opposite console was pressed and the lights overhead began to flicker on. The generator that was dedicated exclusively for this room spun up and began providing power. The light-gray walls reflected the overhead lights, nearly blinding everyone in the room.

“Engage the slug locks!” John yelled.

The medical officer looked down at the panel in front of her. To her relief, every switch was labeled. She toggled the switch for the hydraulic pumps installed in the walls to activate. Quarter-sized, hardened steel rods slammed into the slots and secured the vault door in place.

“That should hold them back.” John sighed, relieving himself of guard duty by dropping his rifle and letting his sling catch it.

“What about the entry pad on the outside?” Steeljaws asked, still keeping his weapon trained on the door. “It won’t take long for that Chroma to pick up a swipe badge from any one of the dead bodies!”

“No worries.” John chuckled for the first time since he entered the gory hellhole. “We can’t hide all of the keys, but we only have to worry about one lock.” Raising his hand from his side, John held a small box-like object in his gloved hand. “Good thing I had a split second to slap some of that C-9 ‘boom boom’ on the badge swipe on the way in here.”

2.

Just outside of the sealed room, the five Bifol that gathered in front of the door exhausted most of their stamina trying to pry the door open. The door’s level-one lock integrity was dwindling as the Bifol continued to tear away, but with the metal slugs jammed in place, it would take a significantly longer time to open.

The purple-eyed Chroma stood a little distance away, dissatisfied with the assignment’s increasing difficulty. He knew he shouldn’t have trusted his Bifol, but he let himself get carried away by staying back to meet the one human who accomplished bringing down one of his Bifol.

The creature grit his serrated teeth, letting out a fierce shout of anger in the monster’s native tongue. “Worthless! Every! Last! One!”

The five Bifol looked at each other, stunned.

The purple eye, upset with the performance of his troop, suddenly advanced. “Get out of the way! I’ll open that door!”

Using the average human as a reference, a red-eyed Chroma could achieve up to three times the potential of a human’s output in terms of relative strength. Armed with increased speed, a vast amount of stamina, a far more ruggedized body, and aided with the ability to see clearly in the dark, it was no wonder why humans were losing their place on the top of the food chain. This predator was truly superior in every way. Taking the comparison a step further, a purple eye possessed three times the potential of a red-eye Chroma.

Such an unbalanced advantage between purple eyes and humans was the reason that John knew better than to hold his ground. Retreating and regrouping was the team’s only chance of surviving an encounter with the current weapons they had at their disposal.

“…And stop,” a voice, originating behind the purple eye, spoke up with amusement. “I find no fault with being eager to kill humans, but walking up to that door is dangerous. You should’ve relied on your own strength, instead of making your Bifol do the work for you.”

“Shut your mouth, Cora!” the purple eye snarled, throwing a glare over his shoulder, which found its way to a faint purple glow that was about six feet away in the dark. “I cannot wait anymore! The goal is beyond that door!”

“Finally gets a purple eye and now he thinks he can do whatever he wants? Have you not learned a single thing from the humans while you still had that red eye in your skull? Keep that reckless attitude up and you’ll end up dead,” the second voice chimed in from behind.

“If you believe that you can do better, Lume, then by all means go ahead,” Focol growled.

“Focol, it’s only a commentary.” Lume shrugged, expressing her neutrality to the situation. “Not trying to control what you do.”

Cora snorted. “He’s excited, Lume. It’s Focol’s first time using Bifol in combat. Let him make a mess before he has to impress the golds.”

“I’ll kill these humans and then you can keep running your mouth about making a mess.” Focol took a step forward, until Lume’s pale hand slammed down on his shoulder.

The tension in the air grew thick.

“Focol—wait! Get your Bifol away from that door!” Lume warned, picking up on the hidden indications of a trap.

“What?” Focol’s body tensed.

“Call them back! Now!” Lume shouted.

Once everything settled down and there was nothing disturbing the air, Lume’s heightened senses dialed in and located the trap that she assumed was set up for their arrival.

However, this group of Bifol was tasked to serve under Focol. They wouldn’t heed Lume’s warning, let alone take orders from anyone else but the one they considered to be their master. By the time Focol tried to issue the command to call his Bifol back to his side, the trap was sprung. A bright flash enveloped the front of the door.

Liquid fire erupted from the card reader’s panel, engulfing anything standing within a six-foot radius. The screeches of the Bifol faded away, replaced with the popping and sizzling of burning flesh. What was left of the bodies continued to burn by the special, unquenchable flame.

“They’re getting clever,” Cora hissed. “You barely caught on to that one, Lume. That would have been trouble—even for us.”

Focol roared, charging at the door and trying to pry it open with his own hands. Lume and Cora both stood back, watching their companion go wild.

“I won’t be mocked!”

Lume sighed, a small smile dancing on her lips.

“Focol … you need to be careless about most things.”

Focol flexed his back, muscles straining as he tried to tear the door out of the frame it was locked into.

“…If you can do that, you’ll be on your way to becoming a golden-eyed Haarä.” Lume grinned.

3.

Safely inside of the second room that served for the gathering of information from Chroma, John leaned against the wall that separated the humans from the Chroma and Bifol. “That should’ve taken care of those harpooning bastards!” John sighed mildly, elated that the experimental explosive was more than effective.

Locking themselves into an Intel-Gathering Room gave the team two tactical advantages.

First, these types of rooms had the highest security measures in the entire facility besides the main entrance. Second, the room beyond the one they were currently in was where the actual Intel was extracted from the captured Chroma. That room was equipped with a complex climate control system, which meant that there were ventilation systems. It was the start of a roundabout journey to daylight.

“Okay, we move into the next room and use the climate control ducts to get to Level Three. Once we get to Level Three, we make our way safely to the surface. From there, we call to the chopper to pick us up. The medical officer will be secured and Jim will drop the Heavy Ordnance. We’re gonna finish this fight.”

The Heavy Ordnance was not a specific weapon. Rather, it was a broad term for the weapons that were used to combat elevated threats. The use of the Heavy Ordnance was limited, due to the danger that the weapons posed to the user and friendlies in the surrounding area. In addition, the power cells that activated the weapons were sparse.

“Zoe, get the door,” John spoke, picking up his SCAR-FN from where it hung from the sling.

“Yes, sir.” Zoe nodded.

“Steeljaws, take six,” John told his subordinate as he walked over to the door Zoe was standing by, allowing her captain to take the lead.

“Captain, I’m not—!”

“Gunnar. We don’t have time. Play the role like I taught you. What happened back there was terrible, but shit happens. Don’t let the failures of the past screw up the future. Doubt in the unit will kill us all.”

“Yes, sir!” Steeljaws answered, falling in line toward the back.

John nodded, then turned to look at Zoe.

“On my mark, you will press the button labeled, ‘SC-01.’”

Zoe placed her finger on the button that she described to Sandy.

On Zoe’s cue, the medical officer pressed the same button on the console that was on the opposite side of the room. The door leading to the interrogation room hissed as the seal disengaged and the gears rolled inside of the frame. After the mechanical lock disengaged, the door swung slowly out into the pitch-black room.

Steeljaws coughed as the filters in his faceplate struggled to keep out the gut-wrenching smell. He could only wonder how the medical officer was able to handle the stench, since she didn’t have the equipment the rest of the team had. No surprise, Sandy was barely holding it together.

“Plow through it,” John took the lead.

Just as his boot crossed over the threshold, something leapt down from the top of the door at an alarming speed. Without hesitation, John raised his SCAR and fired the shotgun under-attachment, releasing buckshot through the body’s core. Blood and gore exploded into the darkness of the room beyond.

John gritted his teeth, ejecting the shell out of the mini shotgun. “I’ve never seen this level of fucked from the Chroma before!”

“No!” Sandy cupped her hands over her mouth in horror. “Domingo!”

“For fuck’s sake!” Zoe growled as she extracted a large knife from under her chest plate and walked up to the mutilated corpse that was hung from a rope attached to the top of the doorframe. The simple trap was somehow setup so that when someone passed through the door, the dead body would swing down. This was not a trap meant to inflict damage. This was meant to send a message.

“What are you doing?” Sandy asked as her voice strained.

“Clearing the path!” Zoe narrowed her eyes. “Since you are too chicken shit to adapt!”

Just as Zoe was reaching up to cut the rope, the medical officer stood her ground.

“Hey! Are you just going let him drop?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?!” Zoe turned, glaring at the medical officer.

“Don’t you have an ounce of respect for the dead—?” Sandy couldn’t finish her sentence fast enough.

Zoe turned her whole body around and grabbed Sandy by her uniform collar, slamming her against a nearby wall. Sandy’s short blonde hair was ruffled from the impact. The Hellcat was staring down at the medical officer; there was about six inches difference of height between the two.

Steeljaws’ body moved in Zoe’s direction. The sight of someone holding Sandy down enraged him. It didn’t matter if that someone was Zoe Arsenault herself, Steeljaws decided this was going too far.

John blocked Steeljaws’ path before he could intercept.

“Let Zoe settle this,” John cautioned in a low voice. “Sandy has to pull her own weight at some point.”

The medical officer’s inability to adapt was becoming an unnecessary burden for the team. The time used to set her straight had the potential to save time for the remainder of their getaway. That was John’s silent hope.

“From what I can tell, you haven’t been in a lot of shitty situations before.”

“I have not—I’m a medic.”

“Yes, you’re a medical officer, but that doesn’t mean that you’re allowed to be any less than what we are. I’ve seen many rookies handling situations the way you do. There are two ends for people like you,” Zoe said without waiting for a reply. “Overcome your fears and live or stay a little shit and die. No, wait—I take it back—there’s a third end that you can take.”

Zoe suddenly pushed the knife up to Sandy’s soft throat. The medical officer began to squirm as she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Zoe! What are you doing?!” Steeljaws shouted.

“Trygstad, stand down! That’s an order!” John thundered.

“Yes, sir,” Steeljaws muttered with restraint, his body rigid.

“The Third Road is an opportunity to have your life ritually ended. You won’t have to deal with the hardship, the pain, or the Chroma. I can end it for you—this instant.” Zoe narrowed her forest-green eyes.

The medical officer breathed though her nose. She tried to keep her trachea still to avoid the razor-sharp knife from cutting her. She opened her eyes, the fear from before no longer in them.

“The Third Road is a way out when there is no way to save our own. It’s not a good feeling knowing that you’re about to die because a Chroma did you in—so we take care of it. This is the one-time opportunity I’m going to offer you. After this, I will never offer you the Third Road again, no matter the situation you might wind up in.” Zoe leaned in, merely inches away from Sandy’s face.

“I don’t deserve that, Zoe.” The medical officer’s voice was low, but determined. “Not when these men and women died such horrific deaths for my sake.” Sandy put her arms against Zoe’s chest plate and, using the wall behind her as leverage, she was able to shove Zoe back about two feet away from her.

Zoe didn’t rush back to pin her prey. She stayed back, studying the young woman with newfound curiosity.

“Smokey and Roadblock came here willing to give their lives up to complete the mission. I won’t spit on their graves by dragging my feet. If it’s not readily available, then I’ll find the strength to keep going.”

Sandy walked past Zoe and promptly strode up to Simmons’ corpse. She knelt down, ripping off his nametag and stuffing it into her pocket. She also removed his weapons belt and, after a small girth adjustment, fitted it around her own waist. Taking out the H&K USP model pistol and checking to see if it was loaded, Sandy engaged the safety and faced the rest of the team. “I can’t do nowhere near what you all can do, but I’ll help as much as I can!”

A small smile made its way on Zoe’s face. She didn’t have to worry about concealing her amusement thanks to the helmet that shielded her entire head. Steeljaws stood still, absolutely awe-struck.

“See that, Gunnar? If you would’ve just let me get a little personal in the very beginning, we would’ve had another killing machine from the start,” Zoe called over her shoulder.

Steeljaws rolled his eyes, slightly vexed with Zoe’s gloating.

Zoe turned from Sandy and walked toward Domingo’s dead body.

“Gunnar, get your ass over here and give me a hand!”

Steeljaws nodded, slinging the UMP-45 over his shoulder so that the weapon rested next to his back. Hoisting his arms under Domingo’s armpits, Steeljaws held up the corpse while Zoe cut the rope. Steeljaws carefully carried the corpse out of the way, gently setting the remains down on the floor.

The medical officer whispered something as she reached down and removed Domingo’s nametag and jammed it in her pocket next to Simmons’ tag. Sandy suddenly seemed very determined that those nametags leave the premises in one piece.

The next room’s single green light located on the far wall was broken. Even with the generator providing power to the security room’s lights, the interrogation room beyond was still blanketed in absolute darkness. The team entered, flashlights fixed to the ends of their weapons. However, even with the flashlights on, there was nothing to see. A foreign, black, sticky substance clung to almost every square inch of concrete surface, absorbing virtually all light.

“What the hell is this?” Steeljaws’ words escaped him as he swung his gun around, scanning the area.

“This is not their blood. The color is the same, but the consistency is way different,” Zoe commented, her HUD showing no signs of life remaining in the room other than the team around her.

I’m turning this hole into a gravesite, John thought, his eyes harboring the scorching fire of justice. This place will become a memorial for all of those who have lost their lives here. I’m going to personally see to it that this pit is filled up to the brim!

Countless families were robbed of their loved ones. All of this destruction and grief amounted to achieve what goal? What information was worth extracting at the cost of this many lives? Jones vowed that the Ninth Force captain and those of the captain’s choosing would be briefed into the mission program the moment the data drive was recovered, but not a word until that prerequisite was fulfilled.

There’s probably no survivors left, Commander Jones’ voice echoed in John’s head from the briefing. John turned to look at the medical officer for a moment. Typical Jones. Mission first, people second.

“H-Help … me,” a rasping voice was coming from the far left corner of the room. The team took a step back, straining to peer into the dark muck. Someone was there. The frighteningly scrawny body was so thoroughly enveloped in the sludge, it was almost impossible to distinguish it from the surrounding darkness.

“Open fire?” Steeljaws’ finger lightly rested on the trigger. Zoe pointed the Kriss Vektor at what seemed to be a humanoid that was sealed to the ground.

“Hold your fire!” John shouted. “Keep your lights on that point!” The captain took a step toward the shape that was sealed under the goo. The voice was familiar, no matter how weak or distorted it may have been. The captain had his suspicions, but he had to find out the truth.

“Bodt? Bodt—is that you?” John uttered with realization.
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The captain quickly closed the distance, sliding down to his knees on the other side of the shape. That was when he was able to see the face of his childhood friend, wholly engulfed by the sludge, except for his face.

“J-John…?” The outer edge of Bodt’s face was fusing with the rest of the dark goo that vacuum sealed him to the floor.

“Shut up, Bodt! Save your strength!” John urged. “I’m getting you out of this!”

“You can’t, John…” Bodt exhaled. “It’s a-already taken my legs … my arms … everything.”

“W-What?” John’s face contorted with disbelief.

“Whatever this is, John … it’s a-alive. I can f-feel it eating away at me.” Bodt let out a wet cough, vomiting some of black goo out. “I don’t have long, so listen up. I don’t know all the details … but a red eye was captured. It was f-found near a village … somewhere in Russia. Everyone there was dead.”

An entire village?! The mental image of a town filled with dead bodies, similar to that of the hallways outside of the room, flooded into John’s mind.

“What we thought was a red eye … turned out to be a gold. It could camouflage … as a red. Looks like they can do that.”

A sharp pain shot through John at the mention of “golden eye.”

“John … we’ve severely … underestimated the enemy.” Bodt coughed up more black sludge. His pain-filled wheezing was agonizing to listen to. “Get out of here, John … I’m leaving the Chroma in your hands.”

John’s eyes began to burn, but he quickly concealed the feeling that threatened to slow him down. Instead, he focused on the building anger to keep himself moving forward.

“After all the shit we’ve been through, and this is how you’re gonna go out?” John shook his head in disbelief.

“Well … don’t leave me like this. Do me a courtesy, would ya?” Somehow, Bodt found the strength to squeeze out one last, weak laugh. “…The Third Road, John. It would be an honor if you were the one … sending me down the path.”

Zoe and Steeljaws both stiffened as they stood outside of the doorframe. Their faces were tight, knowing what was coming next. Sandy, standing behind the two warriors, looked away with a disturbed look in her eyes.

There was a sad smile on the captain’s face. He knew this demand was coming, but there was no way he could leave Bodt in this condition. The captain was going to respect his loyal comrade’s request. John slowly shouldered his rifle, pointing the barrel directly at Bodt’s forehead.

“Do you still remember the words, John?”

“Unfortunately, they always seem to be fresh in the mind…”

Broken the body, the fighting spirit carries on.

Your time served has ended, now find rest.

The journey has reach its end, but not

By the hand of your enemies. This road,

This path you’ve chosen, ends not with

Disgrace, but with honor. Pass on, you’ve

Fought the good fight. We will shoulder the

Burden from now on. Yield to the Third Road.

A single gunshot rang out in the small space, the trapped echo reverberating for several seconds. John took a couple of deep breaths, clenching his teeth. The pain threatened to crush what was left in his chest. He had never lost so many friends in such a short span of time.

The rest of the group entered with caution, studying the environment around them. Although Bodt had mentioned that the black goop covering every square inch of the floor, walls, and ceiling was alive, it seemed unresponsive to the human intruders.

“I’m sorry, John.” Steeljaws walked up to the captain with Sandy in tow, while the Zoe walked the outer perimeter of the room to be certain their surroundings were clear of any other threat. “You did the right thing. Bodt was in so much pain.”

At first, the captain didn’t respond. He stared at the now-lifeless, shriveled body of what used to be his friend. “I know that. I could hear it in his voice. You have to be in a pretty shitty spot to crave death the way he did.”

John paused again, his eyes widening with realization.

“Wait … Bodt was tasked to extract information from that red-eyed Chroma.”

Which means! John slowly turned around.

Just a couple feet away from the captain, Zoe was frozen in her tracks. Her flashlight was pointed at another body that was sealed under the goo “creature.”

She lifted her faceplate with a trembling hand. The fear she harbored for her husband since he left for his unannounced assignment was threatening to paralyze her. Zoe scrambled desperately over to the other figure.

John closed his eyes. Fuck. So this was his assignment?

Standing with knees slightly bent and facing toward each other, Zoe’s hands began to shake as tears rolled down her face. The blood draining from her face, her skin turned white as snow. The soul bound to her was torn out of her body. The warrior’s pupils shrank as she softly began muttering to herself.

There was only one man in the world whose death could render Zoe into such a state of absolute ruin.

“Who was that?” the medical officer asked softly.

“Holt … Drew Holt. The man who stole Zoe’s heart,” Steeljaws spoke softly.

Zoe Arsenault’s racing mind implanted a warm memory in response to the emotional trauma. It was all she could do to avoid a complete meltdown.

The birds outside were singing softly as the rays of light of the early-morning sun were cast across her legs and side, warming up her naked body that was decorated with many scars. The badges of honor that she’d earned reminded her of the battles she had faced and won. As a reward for overcoming her enemies, she was able to experience this moment.

Wrapping his arms around her bare waist and snuggling up against her navel was Drew Holt. She peered through her disheveled black hair that drooped over her face, watching his massive back slowly rise and fall. He was still fast asleep. Since it was their honeymoon, Captain Kubovics made arrangements so that their jobs of destroying the Chroma would be covered for a short period of time while they enjoyed the consummation of their marriage.

Her eyes veered away from her husband, looking up at the object that wasn’t there the night before. It was a clear vase, filled with the most beautiful bouquet of Amaryllis flowers she had ever seen. The vibrant red petals were almost too overwhelming to behold.

“Beautiful,” the word slipped from Zoe’s mouth without her permission.

“Just like you,” Drew said without any indication of waking up.

Zoe looked down to see the face of the man she loved more than the world was now staring back up at her.

“Pretending to sleep?” A gentle laugh escaped from the female warrior.

“How did you think those got there?”

“My favorite flower too … You really are something.”

As if he were beckoned, Drew unwrapped his arms from Zoe’s waist, repositioning himself so that he was eye to eye with her. Leaning forward, he rested his forehead against hers. He exhaled rather loudly, as if he had finally arrived at a solution of a prolonged problem. “Where have you been all of my life? It took you long enough to show up.”

Zoe closed her eyes, reaching out and resting her hands against Drew’s solid, scar-riddled chest. “Same goes for you, but that doesn’t matter anymore. All we have left is what is ahead of us—”

CRACK!

Zoe opened her eyes. She was back in the dark room.

All we have left is what is ahead of us? She recalled what she had said. There is nothing—there’s nothing left!

The corpse of her husband slowly began to move.

“W-Wh—?!” Zoe was robbed of words.

The neck began to rotate, turning the barely visible face and its empty gaze to look right at Zoe. Dark-red blood was flung in all directions in the form of a gory mist as the body suddenly exploded. The black goo compacted the dead body in the blink of an eye, forcing the skeletal structure to nearly flatten out.

“Holy shit!” Steeljaws screamed.

In contrast, Zoe was silent. She stood unnervingly still as the blood of her husband slowly beaded up and rolled down her exposed face.

Her back straightened as her arms flexed, the strong muscles bulging beneath the under suit of the armor system. Zoe took a deep breath, raising her face up to the heavens.

“GET ME OUT OF THIS FUCKING HELL!”

She fired her weapon into the wall opposite to where everyone else was standing. Bullets pierced through the goo, penetrating into the concrete as Zoe’s battle cry resonated in the small space.

Both the medical officer and Steeljaws flinched as they witnessed the Hellcat unleash her rage.

When she ran out of bullets, Zoe ripped out the spent magazine and cast it aside. She made an attempt to reach for another one so she could keep shooting at the living organism that was feasting on the corpses of her husband and comrades.

“Zoe!” John’s hand clamped down Zoe’s wrist.

The Hellcat shuddered as if awakened from a nightmare.

Suddenly, Zoe’s knees gave out from beneath her. She fell down on her rear, shoulders slouching and head drooping, her internal inferno instantaneously extinguished. She vehemently threw her head back, letting out a scream that gave voice to all of the horror and anguish that was her mind, heart, and soul.
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“Jim! Night Hawk 3’s ETA—twelve minutes!” Pilot Morales announced on his headset. The ground below was thoroughly decorated with throngs of trees. Unfortunately, it served as the perfect smokescreen for the physically superior predators that bore a physical resemblance to humans.

“Aye!” Jim acknowledged. “Noight Hawk 3, dis is Noight Hawk 2. Yer read me?”

“Night Hawk 3 reads you loud and clear, Night Hawk 2,” the pilot of one of the other helicopter responded to Jim’s inquiry.

“How many men do ya have and what weapons are they millin’ with?”

“Six operatives. Each one is equipped with red-rated weaponry.”

“Shoite.” Jim didn’t bother to conceal the crushing feeling of hopelessness. He switched to local communications for Night Hawk 2. “Yer heard dat, Evan?”

Morales’ pent up frustration brought him to laugh bitterly.

“Not ideal equipment to send a force in with, considering the threat.”

Engaging the Chroma automatically put humans at a disadvantage from out the gate. Thus, the key to fighting the Chroma and surviving the encounter was to use the correct weaponry against each corresponding tier of monster. Red-threat weapons were nothing more than slightly modified, standard-issued rifles. The weapons fired rounds that punched through the regenerating bodies of the red eyed Chroma. A well-placed shot directly to the heart could drop a target.

The purple-eyed Chroma’s body was far more rugged, not readily succumbing to rifle rounds. The only advantage the humans had at the moment was the height provided by the helicopters. Jim’s chain-fed, high-rate-of-fire weapon was capable of bringing down a purple. That was, assuming that Jim could actually hit the speedy form of a purple-eyed Chroma.

“Night Hawk 3! When targets surface, immediately concentrate all fire on the purple-eyed Chroma! The current weapons you have are not effective to take down a purple!” Evans barked out. “However, if you all simultaneously fire on target, it will be enough to slow down the threat to be finished off with the Heavy Ordinance! I will be the one making the heavy weapon drop for our force!”

“Copy that!” both pilots on board Night Hawk 3 voiced their acknowledgement.

“Commanding Officer McBride, sitrep!” Commander Hemlock was on the line again.

“Thrate level upgraded ter poorpil. We’ll provide suppressive fire while our groun’ team acquires heavy weapons ter kill de poorpil threat,” Jim rattled off.

“Mission is a go! Good hunting!” Hemlock proceeded to leave the line once he obtained the update he needed.

“Appreciate yer blessin’!”

While Night Hawk 2 was waiting for Night Hawk 3’s arrival at the entrance of the base, Jim’s heart beat against his ribcage. He was sure Zoe took it. He just couldn’t bring himself to believe that she would actually do it, considering the consequences of disobeying a direct order … and the danger the weapon imposed on her while using it.

6.

The new grinding sounds emanating from the door was the telltale that the purple-eyed Chroma was far from giving up. Zoe, still on her knees with reddened eyes and flushed cheeks, cried bitterly next to her husband’s corpse. Locks of her black hair protruded from the sides of her face now that the faceplate was removed.

“Relentless fucks! They’re gonna get in here eventually!” Steeljaws flipped open his faceplate as well. “Zoe, we have to move! We’re good as dead the moment that door opens!”

Zoe’s voice was barely above a whisper. “To hell with it…”

“What?” Kubovics interjected.

“To hell with it, John!” Zoe thundered, snapping her head up to look at her captain with the utmost hatred in her eyes. It was a leer so potent, the captain momentarily faltered.

“I—!” Zoe choked out, the sobs robbing her of her ability to speak.

That was a quiet moment for John. This was the first time he had ever seen Zoe in this kind of emotional state. All throughout the years of raising Zoe, she had become what the captain considered to be his masterpiece, a prodigy worthy of taking his place.

She was the textbook definition of a perfected human weapon.

Paired with cat-like reflexes and an indomitable spirit, Zoe was the complete fighter that John could have ever asked for. Out of all the cadets that he trained in the past, it was Zoe who had shown signs of truly reaching the potential of what a human could achieve.

She was a true protégé, one that other Force captains would have traded their entire personal task force groups in exchange to have her by their side. With all of that said, just when the captain though he raised the best warrior the HAWK had ever seen, Zoe did the one thing that no one thought was possible.

She fell in love.

“I can’t leave him, John!”

Her battle-hardened, callous self had vaporized. This was Zoe Arsenault—severed down to the core.

“You can stay here to dig out what’s left of him!” John’s voice was cold. “Or you can leave a dead body and get out of here alive! You can avenge him, but you can only do that if you’re living!”

“Shut up!” Zoe screamed. “Avenge? I’m sick of avenging! You know why, John? Because unlike you, I do have emotions somewhere in my screwed-up head!”

John’s body stiffened.

“This may come as a shock to you, but Drew taught me how to be human! I’m not that cold-blooded killing machine you found in that warehouse a decade ago!”

Both Steeljaws and Sandy stood by, too dumbstruck to interfere in the screaming match between the two powerhouses.

“When Bodt finally gave up the fight—after being devoured from the inside out—did you feel anything? When Adrianne died, did you feel anything about losing your wife? Because if you did, then maybe you would understand what I’m feeling now!”

The grim look on John’s face was a telltale sign that Zoe’s words struck a nerve. Yet, John stood by silently, his body motionless. He was absorbing all of the frenzied hatred Zoe was spewing at him.

“Oh, I understand.” John’s mouth crinkled. “For me, it’s overwhelming guilt that I couldn’t protect them. As a leader, the blame crushes me when something happens to the ones I’ve looked after for so long. Of course, I don’t expect you to understand that, Zoe!”

Wait … what am I saying? John’s head was starting to spin. John began to realize that the words coming to him were out of character. Are these my thoughts?

“Captain!” Steeljaws stepped in, his voice irritated. “I believe that’s enough.”

“Stay out of this, Gunnar!” John cautioned. “Keep that gun pointed at the enemy instead of the ground!”

There was a slight pause.

“What does it matter, captain? These weapons barely slow a purple down!” Steeljaws took a deep breath, his eyes shifting to unfocused. “As long as we stay cooped up here, we’re all going to die!”

Zoe looked up to see that Gunnar, the boy she had grown up with into adulthood, was bringing his UMP-45 up to his shoulder, pointing the barrel at her.

John said nothing as he was incased in his own internal struggle. The thoughts that were flowing through his mind were not his own. He was being told what to think. He looked around, breaking away from Zoe’s soon-to-be fatal dilemma to look around the room.

As his muddled gaze scanned the area, John happened to look at the beam of light at the end of his rifle from the fixed flashlight. The movement caught his eye.

Is that … smoke?

Small plumes of vapor were rising from the black goop that covered most of the surface area of the room.

Was that gas there when we first came in?

John realized that everyone in this room who wore armor had committed a HAWK taboo act. Everyone’s faceplate was removed while in an unsecured environment.

Straining to lift his arm, the captain reached up and slammed his faceplate down to reestablish the seal around his head. His vision instantly cleared, as did his cognizance.

“Gunnar, what are you doing?” Zoe began to quiver in fear.

The SCAR-FN that had John’s name carved into it was pointed right at Steeljaws’ exposed face. “Drop your weapon, Gunnar!”

“Negative!” Steeljaws sneered. “This girl—is going to get us all killed! I can’t let that happen!”

John ran straight at Steeljaws without speaking another word. The deranged young man was still pointing his weapon at Zoe, finger reaching down toward the trigger. That wild look in Steeljaws’ robin-egg-blue eyes could mean only one thing. The smoke was making the self-defense mechanism in his brain go haywire.

Grabbing the shroud and bringing up the front of the gun as the muzzle flashed from the gunfire, John slammed his elbow into Steeljaws’ face, stunning the young man long enough for the captain to reach up and snap the faceplate back in place.

“Manual override! Activate air filtration system!” John spoke into his microphone. In response, little fans and filters in Steeljaws’ helmet began to spin up and secrete fresh, filtered air into the young warriors’ lungs.

Steeljaws’ went down to one knee, slouching over himself.

“Zoe! Put your faceplate back on!” the captain barked out the order.

Her reaction was slightly delayed, but with trembling hands, Zoe reached up to where the faceplate was slid back, pulling it back down until the seal was reestablished. Once the clear, filtered air was coursing through her system, Zoe snapped out of her state of uncontrolled, chaotic emotion. Her sorrow disappeared, but her anger was far from being sated.

Zoe let out a shout, looking down at her two shaking hands. Once she became fully aware of her formerly unstable condition, her body stopped twitching at once. She took a deep breath to collect herself.

“John…?”

“At ease, Zoe. We overstayed our welcome. It’s something that this goop is spitting out,” John said in a low voice. “Whatever it is, it’s making us go crazy—”

BANG! BANG! PLINK!

Gunshots fired from behind John, the bullets striking his partially exposed back. Pain shot through his entire body, the vast majority of the agony radiating from the new wound that was next to his spinal cord.

The medic!

Before John hit the ground, Zoe was already soaring across the room, arms raised and shielding her weak points with her forearm plates. The medical officer gawked with glazed-over eyes, firing off one more shot. The projectile bounced off of Zoe’s armor with absolutely no effect.

Smashing her metal-plated kneepad into the medical officers’ stomach, Zoe immobilized and disarmed Sandy with a fluid-like motion.

“John!” Zoe shouted, dropping the motionless body of the medic and running back to her downed captain.

“Please tell me you didn’t kill the medic.” John coughed.

“I moved her guts around a little. She’ll survive,” Zoe growled. She analyzed the wound with a quick glance. “She got you good.”

“I thought you guys were supposed cover my back,” John joked and then winced in pain. “Nice reflexes, Zoe. I could’ve been a goner had you not intervened.”

Steeljaws stirred, shaking his head and trying to clear his though process. The world around him was surreal. Over in one corner, the medical officer was crumpled up against the wall. A dirt mark that happened to be in the exact shape and size of Zoe’s knee plate was mysteriously imprinted on her uniform. In another corner, in the faint light that bled in from the other room, was Zoe, standing next to John. The bullet hole in John’s back was visible against the dark Aeonian armor under suit.

Steeljaws got up to his feet. “Captain, can you stand?”

“Yeah, I think I should be fine.” John coughed up a spot of blood, which splattered on the inside of his faceplate. “Well … I should be able to pull through.”

“What a fucking disaster … this entire mission.” Zoe placed a gloved hand on her hip. She had to come to terms that the Ninth Force’s best team was currently on the verge of being wiped out on what used to be their territory.

“Steeljaws, carry the medical officer out of here.” John turned to his subordinate. “Get her off of the floor. We don’t know if this creature will start to eat her if she is left there for too long.”

“Did she shoot you, sir?” Steeljaws asked as he looked around.

John winced. “Yes, but she wasn’t in her right mind. None of us were.”

“Damn, John, what happened?” Steeljaws’ voice was peaked with confusion.

“What? Don’t you remember?”

The captain could recall the unmerited anger that welled up inside of him so suddenly. It was contrary to his personality. That was what threw up John’s internal red flag. Yet, was it really just a matter of losing control of a feeling? Or was it something much darker in nature? Second-guessing himself, John began to reason that the anger that he felt was not anger of his own. It had to have been planted there.

“Sorry, I can’t recall anything after we arrived in this room. My head is still swimming a bit.” Steeljaws stood awkwardly.

“Don’t sweat the details. What matters is that we’re all sane, I think.” John turned to look at the goop was still seeping the thin vapor into the air. “Turning us on each other—that’s effective.”

“Zoe, did something happen … between you and me?” Steeljaws was starting to get a feel for the situation.

“It was a close call. Thankfully, the captain jumped in when he did.” Zoe sighed, shaking her head. “Now come on, John. I’ll give you a hand.”

Extending her gloved hand out to John, who was still down on one knee, Zoe let out a small chuckle. “Is this how it felt on your end when you found me in that warehouse?”
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Ten years ago…

The rain was thinning to a drizzle as the clouds overhead fell apart. The streetlights cast their orange glow, the air reeking of oil particles floating off the soaked roads. Lying in a puddle of rainwater and oil was a young teenager. Her battered body was covered with mud and her own blood. Her breaths came painfully as she glared with hatred in her eyes.

“Those damn tweakers … Recruiting this young? She’s a child, for God’s sake.” A man stood in front of the downed teenager. John Kubovics, captain of the HAWK’s Ninth Force, was clothed in what appeared to be a dirty throw cover. It was a guise that concealed the armor he was wearing. The soaked cloth clung to him, accenting the precursor Aeonian Armor system’s bulky armored plates.

The wounded girl shivered as she scooted away from John, which was a fairly short retreat, since the wall was already right behind her. There was enough hostility projecting from her to make John hesitate to take a step forward. She was afraid. Who was this man standing before her, whose presence demanded so much respect?

In the year 2027, the existence of the HAWK and its affiliations was still kept hidden from the public’s knowledge, ordained by the collective governing body known as the United Nations. It was determined by the global leadership that humanity had no need to know of the existence of a humanoid race that was hell-bent on devouring the flesh of Homo sapiens. That was what the United Nations initially assumed. The secrecy of the forces capable of wiping out such a terrifying predator had to remain undisclosed to avoid a worldwide panic. They didn’t stay in one place for long, and there was no way the government could predict what the monsters would do, but hindsight was always twenty out of twenty.

The HAWK team was dropped next to the abandoned warehouse when the sensors placed outside of the city limits were tripped. The readings revealed that there was some Chroma activity brewing. Contrary to John’s expectation, when the HAWK arrived on scene, the humanoid beasts were not the only party present.

John later learned that an enormous drug deal was taking place inside of the empty warehouse amongst three different gangs about two hundred yards away from their position. All of the thugs were armed to the teeth and were paranoid as is.

When the fight broke out between the Chroma and the HAWK, the near-distant gunfire spooked the members of the three gangs. Thinking that the deal had gone sour, a three-way battle among the gangs inevitably erupted. Eighty percent of the people attending were dead within minutes.

All of this gunfire drew the attention of people who lived close enough to the battlefield. The authorities were alerted.

Captain Kubovics led the HAWK team to quickly dispose of the red-eyed Chroma, who gave little to no resistance to the monster hunters. Once their objective was cleared, the HAWK team stayed idle as they observed the complete stillness overtake the warehouse where all of the secondary gunfire was going off.

“Looks like they figured it out.” An armored figure walked up to Captain Kubovics, weapon in hand.

“It would seem like that’s the case, wouldn’t it?” John began to walk toward the structure.

“Sir! I strongly advise against going there,” another armored figure voiced his opinion. “The Chroma are dead. We have no business looking into gun fights.”

“I won’t be long. Cops will be here soon.” The captain nodded.

The captain entered the massive open doorway. As he strode up to the entrance, he could already see two corpses riddled with bullet holes. The captain twisted up his face in disgust, not able to fully comprehend why humans turned on each other at the drop of a hat. Then again, he had been fighting against monsters all his life, so the captain was raised to refute differences with other humans. His solution was to find where others and he shared traits instead of focusing on what made them different from him.

He spotted the stacked boxes of product that were used as a makeshift cover between the different gangs when their fragile meetup was disturbed by the battle outside. Hundreds of small, black pills were spilled out of containers that were damaged from bullets penetrating the thin packaging.

“A drug deal gone bad … not surprising,” John said under his breath. Just above where he was walking was a metal walkway about fifteen feet off of the ground. The captain, known for his attention to detail, quickly looked up to make sure there were no surprises waiting for him. As expected, the walkway was clear.

“Shame. So many of them were young.” The captain shook his head, observing the many corpses lying about. Over half of them were most likely not over the age of eighteen. “Well, that’s enough for today—”

BRRRAT!

Kubovics’ armor rang like a bell as bullets slammed against the reinforced plates that covered his thigh, ribs, and arm on the right side of his body. Out of instinct, the captain side jumped, attempting to run for the closest cover that he could reach.

Before he walked by a nearby crate, his eye caught one of the corpses moving. More specifically, it was the arm of the supposed dead body that was moving and firing the small, modified weapon with automatic fire capability.

What the hell is that?! The captain swung his rifle around in front of him, placing the target within his sights.

Suddenly, the arm was not the only part of the body that was moving. Using her small yet explosives muscles, the young teenager suddenly jumped up, strafing and shooting as she moved in a circle.

Even with all the scars to prove that he overcame so many battles in the past, John was shaken by the unannounced confrontation. He never had many chances to engage in a firefight against humans in the past, but within the first three seconds of that fight, he could already surmise that the black-haired teenager was no ordinary child who picked up a gun.

The warehouse grew eerily quiet as both parties held off firing their weapons. Straining his ears, the captain was trying to pick up any possible indication of where the youth had relocated. It was also possible the girl used the opportunity to escape.

“Everything all right, Captain?” the team located outside of the warehouse called Kubovics on his headset.

“One hostile,” John replied quickly, sticking his head out momentarily. The warehouse returned to a subdued state now that the gunfire had ceased. There was no audio or visual indication that the youth was still present.

“You sound tense, Captain. Need a hand?” one of the team members called back.

“Stay clear of the warehouse. This one’s trouble.”

“This one? What the hell did you find, Captain—”

BRRRAT!

“Shit! We’re taking fire!”

The gunfire was originating from the third-story window.

How did she get up there? Without me noticing? John growled, stepping out of cover and pointing his rifle up into the sky. Even though he had an approximate location of where she was, he still couldn’t locate her. A second cry of pain was unleashed in the distance. One of his HAWKs was hit.

Frustrated, John pulled the trigger with his weapon set to automatic firing mode. The metal structure above flashed here and there as sparks flew from the bullets striking the structures. Smoke rolled out the end of the barrel as John dropped out the empty magazine.

That should do it—

Kubovics froze. The spot he assumed the teenager was picking off the team from was vacant. He knew this from the fact that the impossibly quick insurgent was throwing her legs over the railing from the second-story walkway as she kept her firearm pointed down at the captain. She let out a screech of anger and desperation. She was a cornered animal, making her will to survive known to the world.

John slapped the fresh magazine into the receiver as he led his target. He pulled the trigger right before the rain of bullets could come crashing down around him.

When the smoke from the attack died down, the captain advanced to the downed fighter, after he kicked away her weapon far out of reach. He peered at the teenager with curiosity in his eyes.

“You almost had me.” John narrowed his eyes. “If you would have stayed up on that railing and found some cover, I would’ve been a goner. I should thank you for being impulsive.”

The young teenager’s body was shaking with a blend of anger and agony.

“Your superiors are a piece of work. Having you do the dirty work of delivering their drugs for them.” John curled his lips in a quiet rage.

“What the hell are you?” The young teen’s face twisted up in confusion as she looked at the armored figures that were thoroughly doused in black blood. Never before had she ever felt a group of people with such an intimidating aura surrounding them.

“You don’t get to ask questions. Now, what were you transporting?” John asked with caution. Confiscating narcotics wasn’t part of the HAWK’s job description, but John knew of the other parties that were involved in the transaction. The nature of this deal that went south in the bloodiest way possible was starting to raise suspicion in the captain’s mind. It was no mere accident that the Chroma and the drug dealers were so close to each other.

“I don’t know.” Her voice lowered.

“What the hell would your parents think if they saw this?”

“They wouldn’t think much about it. They’re dead.”

“Oh, so you’re orphan?”

“Yeah?”

“Nothing … just wondering where you come from. No one fires a gun like that or moves the way you do without the corresponding training.”

“Huh?”

“Everyone else here is dead. Those who survived already ran off.” The captain nodded. “Not a lot of people could keep their composure like you are.”

“Bite me.”

“Well then, how did you get into this business?”

“Hey!” the youth cried out, capturing the attention of the other HAWK members who were standing nearby. “What’s with the fucking questions? If you’re going to kill me, then do it!”

“Why would I kill you?”

“I just tried to kill you! Why wouldn’t you?!”

“I was going to ask about why you attacked me when you could’ve just hidden yourself.”

“Aren’t you some kind of armored police unit? You would search the whole building and find me anyway!”

“Oh, missy. We ain’t that,” one of the armored up figures answered. “Hell! On paper, we don’t even exist.”

What? The youth’s facial expression shifted to neutral.

“We have a medic who can tend to your wounds,” John offered, extending a gloved hand to the youth. “Fix you right on up.”

There a small murmur coming from the surrounding men, as if the sudden Good Samaritan gesture was taboo. The captain looked over his shoulder with a hardened expression. The chatter stopped instantly.

She swatted away the helping hand. “Get away from me!”

John’s chest became unexpectedly tight. There was so much rage inside of her. Her flushed cheeks, reddened eyes, and flowing tears made the youth appear to be nothing more than a vulnerable girl whose heart was devastated by tragedy after tragedy and lashing out was the only response she was conditioned to use.

The captain was sure that she didn’t grow up wanting to be a part of this world. She was thrown out into the turbulent sea and she had to do anything to stay afloat amidst the crashing waves.

I wonder if she would’ve been like this girl…

John lowered his weapon, no longer able to point his firearm at the mess.

She could barely breathe from the sharp pain that stabbed through her chest every time she took a gulp of air. The black-haired youth half-blinked a couple of times, a feeling of heavy fatigue casting over her like a cold, wet wool blanket.

From what she could see of the blurry image of her opponent, he had a concerned look on his face. His soft eyes shimmered with sympathy.

Why don’t you just kill me? Why? Why are you doing this?!”

“Because…” John paused, reaching for his headset with his free hand. “You make me think of what it could’ve been—if she could’ve lived.”

There was a sparkle in her forest-green eyes, right before they began to slowly shift out of focus.

Who is this man?

“What’s your name?” the captain asked, raising his voice slightly. The sounds of approaching sirens were growing louder and louder. The HAWK team was departing to avoid any confrontation from other humans. The youth had a vague awareness of her surroundings, but she could sense that her broken body was lifted off of the ground. She was safe in his strong, protective arms.

“I-I don’t know,” the girl replied as her eyes grew heavy from the crushing fatigue. “I never had a real name…”

Her consciousness slipped into a dark void. The cold fingers had finally taken hold of her and dragged her down to that dark world. She began to ponder as she floated in the darkness. Beads of cold sweat rolled down her face.

A faint glow made the darkness around her recede, starting at the very center of her vision, and then slowly expanding around her until no matter where she looked, an endless space of white stretched for an infinite distance.

“Zoe … Your name will be Zoe.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. For as long as she could remember, she was an object used for someone else’s ends. She was a tool with no name.

Zoe? That’s pretty. I like that.
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“…So how about it, John?” Zoe grinned, still holding out her extended hand. “Isn’t it time I pulled you out of the shit-hole?”

To this day, John could clearly recall the details when he met Zoe Arsenault. He was glad that he exercised restraint and didn’t pull the trigger on the shivering girl who tried to assassinate him. He looked up to the girl who grew up to be a beautiful, mighty warrior.

“Yeah, it’s about damn time!” John chuckled, but quickly grimaced from the stabbing pain of his pierced lung. His vehement coughing that followed resulted with him spitting out droplets of blood onto the floor. “Damn … how did she get me right between the plates?”

Zoe grabbed a hold of his forearm, steadying her captain.

“I’ll lead the way.” Steeljaws threw Medical Officer Belfer up over his shoulder. Using his free hand, he extracted a small flare. Zoe ducked under John’s arm and took some of his weight onto her own frame. There was a slight pause as she nearly popped a vein in her forehead from the exertion.

“Captain … why is your armor so heavy?!” Zoe cursed under her breath.

“Smokey uploaded all the prints to this place to my HUD, including the environmental control pathways.” Steeljaws pulled the pin on the flare canister, rolling the orb to a corner. “The duct to our way out is here!”

A small spark crackled, growing into a flash that consumed the orb. The room was filled with a blinding light. Members of the team turned their faces aside.

The goop creature, which was expelling the fumes while it consumed the corpses of the Intel Gathering Team, suddenly let out a drawn-out hiss. The sound of bones cracking echoed in the small space as the creature came to life.

Withdrawing to the opposite corner of where the flare was thrown, the goop monster compacted itself into a smaller size. Its hasty retreat didn’t mean that the “meal” was going to go to waste. As the monster moved, it dragged the corpses into itself, compressing them for a better fit in the corner.

Zoe shook her head, pushing away the emotions that threatened to come to the surface. Ruminating on those emotions was a luxury she couldn’t afford. If she survived, she would have the opportunity to properly mourn. Until then, the fight for survival was still on.

“There it is!” Steeljaws said, spying the concealed slots in the concrete wall. “That will lead us back to the climate-control ducting.”

Although the faceplates concealed their expressions, John could almost feel Zoe’s burning gaze melt through her helmet.

“I will cut them down … every last one of them.”

John’s eyes were filled with awe as he witnessed Zoe’s shift.

This was the Zoe he met on that rainy day all those years ago. She was everything that John could ask for as a fighter.

Maybe she’ll have your eyes, Johnny. The captain felt a pang of guilt shoot through him. It was his wife Adrianne speaking to him from a distant memory. Her soft voice soothed his ringing ears. No matter what, she will be our daughter.

John gazed at Zoe the way a father looks at this daughter when he realizes that she no longer needs his guidance. Zoe was the answer, not only to the Forces, but also to John’s hardened heart.
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The dead body that fell from the ceiling was violently ripped off the ground. The red-eyed humanoid held the old man’s corpse high in the air as his fingers dug into the nape of the neck. His face was twisted up with an uncontrollable rage.

The monsters before Zayde Maddox were the dreaded Chroma.

The weeklong disclosure presented by the United Nations a couple years before made the world acquainted with the fact that the HAWKs, a previously secret organization, were the ones fighting against the man-eating fiends who mostly lurked in the shadows.

The HAWK’s protocol to surviving an encounter with a Chroma seemed as effective as hiding under a school desk in the event of an atom bomb exploding nearby. Nevertheless, there had to be some sort of procedure in place. Whether the method was actually effective was never up for debate. Zayde was about to be given the chance to put that standard operating procedure to the test.

Just an hour before, Zayde was kicking back, enjoying the festivities of the concert. Without warning, Chroma had flooded into the concert hall, eating those who were not fortunate enough to get out of the way fast enough. His best friend Wade and Jessica were nowhere to be found. The only thing Zayde could do was hope the couple made it out safely.

Why are they here? I’ve never heard of the Chroma attacking with such a large group! Zayde thought before witnessing the second Chroma group arrive.

This second unit wasn’t at all focused with the corpses of the humans cut down by the first group. It was impossible to conjure up a reason for the infighting against their kind, but Zayde couldn’t devote much thought to it, since he was far too busy keeping himself concealed. That was, until the dead body fell from the ceiling right next to where he was hiding.

Zayde was staring up at the second group’s leader. The face of anger the giant Chroma wore had completely vanished, replaced with an expression of pure elation upon the monster’s discovery. Whatever the Chroma saw in the young man brought the demon overwhelming joy.

“What’s this? Rutem energy … from a human? Well, if you are leaking a Rutem trace, you could be very useful.” A wicked grin was painted across his pale face, his voice coated with a strange accent.

Rutem? Use me?

“You wait here.”

Wait! What?!

He was significantly bigger than any other Chroma Zayde had ever seen on the images attached to news articles. Long, raven-black hair reached down to his mid-back. After grabbing a hold of the corpse, the Chroma turned back around, losing interest and leaving Zayde behind for now.

There were only a couple of Chroma from the first group remaining. The assumed leader of the first group was brought down to his knees before the giant Chroma. The last of the savage, man-eating red eyes stood still, his pale skin more void of color than before. The expression changed from an empty-eyed, mindless predator to that of a sentient creature that was aware of his existence and the threat of dying.

“So, you’ve finally come to your senses!” the bigger Chroma thundered. “You won’t serve your master, either? Hmm?”

“I couldn’t help it!” The smaller Chroma’s voice was shrill.

The bigger Chroma growled while his back was arched like a cat. “I have no need for those who cannot control their basic instincts!”

“N-no! It was the blood! It’s not my fault!” the smaller one screeched. “I didn’t want to betray anyone!”

“The blood in that man was what was so important about him! Now it’s wasted! Tainted! Worthless! Just like you and the rest of you rebels!” the bigger Chroma snarled as his hand twisted into a massive fist.

Shuddering involuntarily, Zayde cautiously watched the giant Chroma pull his fist back, striking forward at an incredible speed and punching a hole into the smaller Chroma’s core. Black blood exploded out from the sides of the massive opening. The Chroma messily dug his hand around inside of the chest. After a moment of searching, he extracted the smaller one’s beating heart, yanking it out with a loud, tearing sound.

The smaller Chroma’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Instead, the monster that was now void of his heart fell backwards from his knees. Black blood continued to slowly pool out of the hole where his life force used to be located. Collapsing and falling against the earth with a small thud, the last of the “rebel” Chroma crumpled into a twisted, unnatural position.

“Putting the agent into his blood … forcing them to go into a ‘false berserker state’…” the giant Chroma whispered to himself.

The concert hall was now occupied with a dozen, fully coherent Chroma. Even though the massive Chroma who Zayde figured was the leader spotted him earlier, for whatever reason, he kept his mouth shut about a human hiding nearby. What did he want from Zayde? Why did he not just pull the next meal out of the hiding spot and throw him to his lackeys?

Zayde’s pocket began to vibrate.

The chirping of his ringtone was turned all the way up so that Zayde would be able to hear if his phone was going off during the concert. Before Zayde could silence it, a second form landed right next to him. It was no surprise that it was another Chroma, but what Zayde wasn’t expecting was that the particular humanoid that came to investigate the source of the sound shared the exactly same facial features of the massive Chroma that had seen him previously.

“Only one left?” The smaller Chroma folded his arms across his naked chest. “This one’s a meal not even worth eating!”

The other Chroma spread out in the audience seating area began to laugh.

“Well, aren’t you going to answer that call?” The Chroma stared down at Zayde expectantly. “I heard it’s rude not to pick up.”

Gritting his teeth, the human already knew there was nothing that could be done to change the situation. With a vacant look in his eyes, Zayde reached into his pocket. Placing the phone up next to his ear, Zayde took in a deep breath.

“H-hello?” a young female voice called out.

“Of all times … you call me now?” Zayde’s voice was somber.

“Zayde! Were you at that concert? There are all kinds of videos on the Internet of a Chroma attack! Please tell me you stayed at home!”

“Ha … no. I’m right in the middle of it. Guess this is it. Might as well die without baggage. Kendra, I’m sorry for abandoning you—”

“NO!” Kendra screamed in my ear. “Zayde! Please don’t—!”

The rest of Zayde’s little stepsister’s words never reached his ears. The phone was ripped away by much stronger hands. The Chroma behind him wore a victorious smile as the monster placed the device next to his own ear.

“Sorry, my dear. This young man has very quickly brought me to boredom. It’s making me wanting to kill him that much quicker … He’s just fodder that will not be missed.” The Chroma smiled, squeezing his hand and crushing the phone without any sign of resistance from the device’s small, metal frame.

Three feet away from Zayde, wedged in the rubble that came from the old man’s old carcass getting ejected from its hiding spot in the ceiling, was a thick piece of metal pipe. It was a perfect size to hold and the snapped-off end provided for a good piercing point.

No! There’s no way I’m going to do that! That’s crazy! They’ll kill me the moment I make a move!

It would take beyond a miracle to take one of the Chroma down. The odds of the situation were astronomically in favor for Zayde to experience a horrendous death. However, Zayde was at a point where a concept as trivial as probability of success or failure was not worth fretting over. If Zayde were able to take a Chroma down, he would be content. He would only have one shot, so he had to make it count.

Zayde Maddox’s mind hit a mental speed bump.

Wait. What the hell am I thinking? I’m scared shitless and yet—I’m going to take this beast head on?! Is this just me letting go completely because I’m going to die?!

The thought of fighting against such an overwhelming power was absolutely ridiculous. As outrageous as it seemed, if Zayde was really going to die, he was going to make sure he didn’t die with his tail tucked between his legs. He owed himself that much.

As much as Zayde tried to sweep it under the rug of denial, he lived a quitter’s life. Constantly giving up on everything—except for the pursuit of music—for as long as he could remember. He was going to be damned if the last thing he did on earth was die tired from running away one last time.

“I’m actually starting to get hungry after all the running,” the Chroma said, laughing as he reached down to grab a handful of Zayde’s long, dark hair. “He doesn’t look very appetizing, but he’ll do.”

“Wait a moment, Rignor,” the massive Chroma spoke up. “Don’t kill that one, yet.”

“Why not, Renga? Is this human special to you?”

“You don’t sense the—? Oh. Never mind. You could say he is—!”

This was the only opportunity with the Chroma’s conversation serving as a thin smokescreen. Rounding about, sharp-ended pipe pointed out and firmly grasped in his hand, Zayde flung his arm up.

Zayde knew his strength could never hope to match that of a Chroma, but his heightened agility could serve an advantage when coupled with the element of surprise. Zayde was able to land one clean strike. He already had an idea of where he had to aim. The only weak point Zayde could think of where he could land a solid hit was that ghastly, red-colored eyeball.

As he ascended from the ground, Zayde could clearly see the disbelief painted across that monstrous face. The human successfully slammed the object into the center of that crimson eye. The Chroma named Rignor snapped his head back violently, unleashing a shrill screech that threatened to tear Zayde’s eardrums.

The retaliating push Zayde received for the sneak attack knocked the wind out of him while he was still standing.

Tumbling head over heels, Zayde’s limbs and head slammed against the stage. The pain from his new injuries and the lack of oxygen in his system triggered Zayde’s body to slightly convulse.

Zayde’s nervous system bombarded his brain with warning signals. His body was sustaining damage nearing fatal levels. Well aware of the extent of the injuries, the last thing Zayde wanted was this agony to remind his of how hopeless the situation was. He had possibly a minute left before he was taken out of this world—if the Chroma were feeling generous to give him that much time.

The sweet sound of the Chroma’s pain-filled screams flooded Zayde’s ears. Rolling over to see that Chroma was on the ground, the human spotted Rignor’s thrashing form smashing his own head into the floor repeatedly. Two other Chroma rushed to Rignor’s aid, trying to help him extract the object dexterously stabbed through his beloved eye.

“Y-you!” Rignor cried out, clawing the floor and scraping up planks of hardwood from the stage. The Chroma that ran up to help their fellow red eye were pushed to the side by the injured one’s thrashing. Foam began to collect at the edges of his mouth as he crawled in Zayde’s direction. Taking a small pause, the beast reached up, yanking out the metal pipe with a sickening wet sound followed by a suppressed grunt.

Zayde weakly brandished a proud smile.

An inexplicable sense of accomplishment welled up in him.

Zayde knew this monster was always going to regret crossing paths with him, long after he was dead. That sentiment alone was enough to be taken out of this world with a sense of triumph, despite all of the unfinished business that Zayde was going to leave unattended. He couldn’t be greedy; he knew his time was up.

“Interesting.”

Renga abruptly stepped in between Rignor and Zayde, legs spread and arms folded. He faced the oncoming, injured Chroma who had stopped thrashing on the ground as soon as the big one was obstructing the two parties.

“W-what are you doing, Renga?” the smaller one asked frantically, his voice cracking. “Out of my way!”

“Rignor, you’ve made a fool of yourself! Have you no decency to keep your composure?” the bigger Chroma said in a father-like tone. “We’re the legendary Red Tigers and this is what you want to tarnish your reputation with?”

Zayde’s entire body tensed up.

These monsters are the Red Tigers?!

“I don’t care! That bastard is paying with his life!” Rignor cried out with a louder voice.

“Enough,” Renga grunted. “Your eye is perfectly fine. The only harm is your crushed ego. You grew too careless! May this serve as a lesson!”

“Shut up!” Rignor snapped at Renga, suddenly jumping up and pushing past him. The infuriated monster was running straight for the downed human.

A whisper echoed in the back of Zayde’s head, void of all emotion or urgency. It was his own internal voice.

Power. Unbounded power.

A single bass note reverberated in the depths of Zayde’s chest.

A flashback of Jessica getting attacked by her stalker came flooding back. The building darkness Zayde felt from back then was starting to creep back up.

No! I don’t want it! Zayde clenched his teeth. The strength and agility boost he received a while back was inexplicable, but nonetheless it was there. However, he kept it hidden from everyone he knew. There was no telling what the consequences of revealing that to others would spell out for him. Not to mention, he feared the power. It was far too tempting to partake of it. It had a delectable pull to it that drowned out his judgment. He already lost himself once. The battered face of Jessica’s aggressor momentarily flashed before him.

The pounding footfalls rapidly approaching brought Zayde back into the moment. The infuriated humanoid was closing in. Renga stood off to the side with his arms still folded across his massive chest. His expression was projecting an air of expectancy.

In that moment, the big Chroma cracked a toothy grin, his expression clearly telegraphing his intentions to the human.

Show me why you have Rutem energy…
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Squeezing his eyes shut with dread, Zayde was drawing what was sure to be his last breath. His perception of time’s flow came to a grinding halt.

I don’t want the power? Who am I kidding? I didn’t hesitate to use it when I beat down that guy, but I had to protect Jessica! Wait, was that all? Was that the only reason I did that?

Zayde didn’t want to remember what he was dealing with that day, so he began to believe the lie he created. The truth was an ugly beast that he was running away from. He was able to find a false sense of “being justified.” Jessica was rescued, so none of the surrounding details mattered. Jumping in to save Jessica because she was in an alarming situation was not the whole truth.

Admittedly, Zayde went as far as he did because he was angry. It was pure, unadulterated rage let loose. It was the sort of rage comparable to that of a forest fire. The flame that burns hot and spreads fast, scorching everything to ash that dared to stand in its way.

Why was I so angry? What pushed me over the edge?

A chill ran through Zayde as he recalled the answer to his question.

It was his adopted “family.” Merely thinking of the word made Zayde want to grind his teeth. Picturing the face of the person who broke him down both physically and mentally made Zayde stir the pot of murderous thoughts.

I need to be more specific. It was that bitch of a stepmother!

It became apparent to Zayde that he was no longer bothered by the fact that he was carrying a full-on conversation with himself.

What did she do? He shivered. That woman beat me, abused me, and almost drove me to suicide, but I refused to die!

The young man felt his body ignite. Surrounding by the heat, he felt strength welling up in him.

Oh? Oh. This feels good…

The bass note from before shifted to a high note. Slowly, the singular sounds began to follow a pattern. A song was slowly building within the young musician’s mind. Zayde’s eyes cracked open. The sound of an explosion brought him out of the depth of his mind.

“W-what?” Rignor muttered, his body frozen with fear. “H-how?!”

Rignor threw an overhead strike, starting above his head and aiming to bring down a devastating hammer fist through Zayde’s upper torso.

Except the attack never landed.

Looking up, Zayde realized he had stood up and his hands intercepted the assault by enveloping the pale-skinned fist. The initial impact of the Chroma smashing against his palm generated enough force to create an airwave that ruffled Zayde’s ragged shirt.

Whoa … whoa!

The two entities stood still for a moment. Rignor’s awestruck face revealed his inability to comprehend the unexpected turn of events. The Chroma broke the momentary stalemate by driving his other fist into Zayde’s chest.

Bracing again, Zayde grabbed a hold of the Chroma’s captured fist from the first strike and used that as leverage to move himself out of the way.

The counterattack progressed further than Zayde intended. Not only did the human evade the following attack, he was able to implement a throw.

Rignor put such an excessive amount of momentum into his attack that he was tipping forward with no way to recover. Utilizing the hand that Zayde captured, he leaned back and lifted the Chroma off his feet. The centrifugal force from the wind-up sent the monster crashing against the stage. There was a moment of stillness as all parties present processed the events.

“Remarkable!” Renga nodded his head, taking a liking to the development unfolding right before his crimson eye.

“Damn you,” Rignor cursed. “You’re making a fool out of me! You’re not human! What the hell are you?!”

“I don’t know. W-what am I, exactly?” Zayde whispered to himself as he gazed down excitedly at his hands. He had just stopped a Chroma and counterattacked.

Renga visually analyzed the human. When Zayde looked up to see the Chroma staring in his direction, Zayde took a defensive step back, poising his body for an evasive maneuver in case of a sudden attack. It was impossible to avoid picking up on the impression that if Zayde’s back was turned to the assumed leader of this group, he was going to get cut down in the blink of an eye.

If I make it through this, I’ll have time to find answers about myself. For now, I’ll have to concentrate on surviving!

“Rignor, he threw you after countering your terribly predictable move. Your awful combat abilities aside, you’re probably on the right track when you say he’s not a human.” The big Chroma tried to suppress his amusement while the surrounding monsters picked up on the infectious chuckle.

Rignor was growing more irate as the laughs grew louder.

From what Zayde gathered, the attacking Chroma’s past accolades were rapidly losing credibility based on the monster’s performance during this fight.

“What else could this sack of meat be?!”

Rignor roared, getting up on his feet again, his stance just a tad lopsided. He was closing in with the intent to kill, but unlike before, Zayde wasn’t afraid. There was a fighting chance now. The mysterious strength that he was avoiding since he discovered it could end up being his saving grace.

The remaining Chroma relocated from all around the concert hall, circumnavigating their fighter and the human into a crude circle. Their eyes watched Zayde with fascination.

Rignor tapped the lower eyelid of the eye Zayde stabbed the small metal pipe’s point into. The drying black blood stuck to his finger, dislodging from his cheek. It already coagulated into a thick, sticky slime. “I’m going to rip an eye out of your skull and then let you live that way for a little while.”

Vindictive asshole…

A drop of sweat rolled down the side of Zayde’s dirty face.

“Are you going to keep talking?” Renga egged Rignor on.

He might as well have said “go” because the Chroma dashed at Zayde within the blink of an eye.

Fire scorched Zayde’s entire nervous system. It felt like a boulder was catapulted into his body. Jaw fell slack, ejecting spit out of his mouth as Zayde’s head was forcefully snapped backward. Intestines squeezing up into his upper torso, Zayde’s eyes rolled back into his head as he fell rearward.

The splinters of wood around the human kicked up as his body broke through the topmost layer of the stage. The hardest task Zayde found at that moment was trying to draw one full breath. Zayde had never torn his diaphragm before, but he was sure this was the closest he had ever come to it.

“You survived that? Well, now…” Rignor’s voice was vexed but excited.

His cold hand wrapped around Zayde’s throat, an icy vise crimping down on the human’s windpipe. The panic that came over Zayde was enough to jolt his system back into “fight or flight” mode. Hands scrambling up to his neck, Zayde clawed away at the sickly pale constrictor that was applying an increasing pressure to his trachea.

Zayde’s legs began to flail, the spasms in his muscles showcasing the desperation for another breath of air.

“You thought I was going to spend time torturing you?” The taunting voice of the injured Chroma was beyond aggravating. “Killing you will suffice for now—when it comes to your part.”

My part?

The pitch inflection in Rignor’s unaccustomed voice signaled that there was more to what he wanted to say.

“After I’m done with you, I’m going to find everyone you care about and pluck out one eye for each. You striking my eye blemished not only my name, but my ancestry, as well. I think it’s only fair … so, I’ll start with finding that girl you were talking to on the phone. She sounds important to you…”

The world came to a grinding halt as something inside of Zayde audibly snapped.

He was aware that the Chroma’s intent was to prey on the adopted family that took him in, but to point out Kendra specifically shifted Zayde’s brain into a different gear. The sounds of guttural straining made it past the pinch point in Zayde’s throat as he began to kick his legs back and forth.

“Oh? I got your attention!” Rignor leaned in. “It was about time—!”

Rignor spotted something in Zayde’s eyes. Rignor’s sudden loss of confidence and him planting his second hand on Zayde’s throat all happened before the Chroma finishing his gloating. Overlapping one hand over the other, the monster amassed the compression of his squeeze.

Zayde didn’t feel the crushing grip on his trachea anymore; he was far too busy staring the monster down. Picturing the Chroma catching a hold of Kendra’s soft body, tearing into her flesh and maiming her, drove Zayde Maddox far beyond the realms of madness.

…This fucker is going to die!

The building melody within Zayde began to distort, the harmonious song erratically falling in and out of tune at random intervals.

“Why do you keep struggling?” Rignor yelled. The spit that hit Zayde’s face began to burn his skin. The Chroma’s saliva must have been somewhat acidic. “Give up and die, already!”

The human’s hand latched onto the monster’s wrist, the hold surprisingly firm. Zayde was able to gather that the Chroma was slowly succumbing to the death grip from the trace of pain in the demon’s eyes.

Slowly prying Rignor’s hands off of his throat, a knuckle and a finger at a time, Zayde was steadily regaining control. Rignor let out a shout of horror when he realized that the strength the human possessed was beginning to overwhelm his capacity.

With his windpipe clear, Zayde filled his lungs with oxygen-rich air. The throaty exhale that came out of young man made the Chroma twitch with fear.

“You want to know what I am?” Zayde spoke with a low voice. “I’m lost on that, but what I do know is that I’m very—very angry.”

Slamming an open palm into the solar plexus, Zayde launched the Chroma into the air. The monster’s body landed a couple of yards away, quickly sitting up, wide-eyed. The roles, by a strange turn of events, reversed.

Rignor nervously looked in Zayde’s direction, his body shuffling away from where the human stood. Contrariwise, Zayde was slightly bending forward, his arms hanging loosely at his sides and his breathing abnormally deep.

Standing motionless, Zayde sensed there was an ice-cold liquid flowing out of his core and spreading into his limbs. At first, the cool sensation scared him. However, the more exposure time accrued, the more welcoming the feeling became.

Zayde’s twisted grin appeared on his face. The power welling up within Zayde made it very difficult not to enjoy himself.

Rignor screeched, fumbling to get back up on his feet as he turned to look up to Renga. Rignor froze in place, eyes wide open with full comprehension of the situation.

Renga’s smug smile spoke volumes on its own.

“Y-you knew all along! Didn’t you?” He pointed an accusing finger. “What kind of a game are you playing, Renga? Was this a big setup? How did you sense the Rutem coming from him before?”

All the other Chroma standing about turned their heads away in disapproval. From what Zayde could gather, Rignor was being ostracized.

“Huh, so you finally noticed? I guess you forgot how to rely on your senses if you’ve grown to be so dull. Also, if you have the time to talk instead of fight, let me remind you that this time—your mother isn’t here to protect you.” The big Chroma nodded in Zayde’s direction.

Rignor’s shoulders tensed as he turned to face the human that was projecting a daunting aura.

“Damn you, Renga!” Rignor suddenly screamed.

As Zayde drew closer, the humanoid suddenly bolted straight for his opponent. Rignor launched an attack. It was a fake left swing to get Zayde’s attention. Raising his right forearm to block, Zayde did exactly what Rignor wanted him to do. Rignor shifted forward, driving his right fist into Zayde’s face. The human’s reflexes were just swift enough to get out of the way so that he was only grazed by the hit. The Chroma jumped back, arms raised.

Why don’t I fear him? Zayde asked himself. Because he said he was going to kill Kendra!

Rignor’s threat from before was meant to get a rise out of the human. The helpless, choking form Zayde used to be must have bored the Chroma. What better way to get the human’s attention than to threaten a defenseless person that shared some sort of tie to him? The one problem was that Rignor couldn’t see into the future. Therefore, it was impossible to account for being on the receiving end of Zayde’s unforeseen strength.

“You will never lay a hand on Kendra … and you will not touch my stepmother either,” Zayde growled, clenching his fists.

“Your stepmother?” Rignor repeated, confused by the addition of another family member. He was not aware that this unnamed person was part of the human’s interests.

“Yes, Kendra will live … and I will be the one who kills my stepmother!”

The song that was building within Zayde exploded into a barrage of noise.

3.

Upon the declaration that Zayde would be exacting revenge on his cruel stepmother for years of torture, he felt a new wave rush through his entire body. The floodgates of raw power were opened.

Throwing his head back, Zayde let out a sound that was unmistakably the cry of a monster. It was more or less an automatic in response to the overwhelming power that surged through him.

There was no easy way to describe the feeling of having such a vast amount of strength accessible all at once. What Zayde assumed to be “power” was both simultaneously cool and hot to the touch. All of his muscles were aching from the building tension.

“Whoa! Who else feels that Rutem energy?!” one of the Chroma announced from the sidelines. “I can feel it way over here!”

That Chroma wasn’t the only one to up in arms about the rapid metamorphosis; the others began to react to Zayde’s transformation, as well. Rignor was shaking like he was left out naked in a blizzard.

“What the hell is he?”

“I’ve never smelled a scent like this before!”

“Should we keep fighting him?”

The audience’s commentary was ongoing.

This power! Zayde breathed in deeply. Oh, there’s no going back now! I’ve gone too far! I can do whatever I want!

The evident darkness that accompanied the power that Zayde was amassing was slowly taking its toll on his mental state. Albeit, the evolving situation gave him no choice, forcing him to these measures. He was fighting for his life and this dark power was his one means to fight off the monsters. There was no logical reason to deny something so beneficial.

“That bitch’s going to die by my hand!”

There was an awkward, brief silence.

“That’s what this is about?” Rignor raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t want me to steal your kill?”

Zayde smirked, raising his fists.

Rignor’s fear was suddenly replaced by disgust and confusion. “I found someone that’s truly worthy of being hunted by the HAWK.” He flexed his legs muscles and launched himself at Zayde, closing the small gap between them.

This time around, Zayde was able to follow every move, instead of seeing it as one continuous blur arcing across his field of vision.

As Rignor swung his arm out, Zayde jumped to the side to avoid the attack altogether. The Chroma planned for this evasive maneuver.

Rignor’s opposite leg was already positioned over his own head, swinging its way down to crash into the human foe heel first. Zayde crossed and locked his arms into an “X” in front of himself. The defensive stance barely stopped the attack, with mere inches to spare from the attack breaking past the guard and crashing into his head.

Body buckling slightly from the impact, Zayde quickly reset his footing. He had not only gained strength, but his body had become far more durable. Without delaying, Zayde wrapped his hands around Rignor’s vulnerable shin and ankle. Turning the Chroma’s foot while keeping his shin isolated from rolling, Zayde observed the joint begin to spin in an unnatural way as the tendons and ligaments resisted the imposing force.

The Chroma rolled in mid-air, following along with the inflicted twisting motion. Building up rotational speed, the monster brought the other leg it was using to stand up on, connecting it to the side of Zayde’s head.

Knocked sideways, Zayde’s left eardrum was nearly ruptured. Releasing the Rignor’s leg, he stumbled backward to recover.

Liquid ran down the side of Zayde’s face as he stood his ground anew. There was no need to wipe it and check. The blood Zayde smelled was too foul to be his.

The foot Rignor used to kick Zayde’s head with split into two halves. Broken pieces of bones fell out of the torn flesh, as black blood gushed out of the ruptured arteries.

“Stone skin?” Rignor whipped his foot back and forth, the torn halves suddenly snapping back together. The tattered flesh fused itself back into a single piece.

Spreading his legs shoulder width apart, Zayde brought his hands chest high and waved foe to advance. Contrary to Zayde’s expectations, Rignor suddenly dropped the fighting stance, standing up straight and looking at his human foe up and down. The threatening aura died down as well.

“That’s enough.” Rignor’s voice was calm.

“‘That’s enough?’ What the hell are you trying to pull?” Zayde’s fists tightened with anticipation. Dropping his guard may have been his enemies’ intent to pull off a crooked feint, but the unmistakable feeling of bloodlust had truly vanished. The human fighter was left with a mild case of paranoia.

“So naïve.” Rignor smiled. “Are you not feeling the world around you? For a creature that produces the amount of Rutem energy like you, I can’t imagine how you survived up to this point. You’re like a beacon.”

Rutem energy.

At once, Zayde dialed in, realizing that the uncomfortable jabs stabbing all over his body since the Chroma made an appearance were pointing directly back toward each corresponding Chroma relative to Zayde’s position. The number had gained by one. The new spot imposing on his body was slowly growing with intensity.

A single, piercing cry echoed from the backstage area.

Another one? Zayde’s eyes shifted uneasily. There were already far too many enemies surrounding him. Sure, he was gradually gaining the upper hand against Rignor, but Renga was going to eventually release the others at one point. When that time came, all of Zayde’s luck will have run out.

Sluggish, heavy footsteps slowly grew louder as the new being was about to join the fray. The form came out into the open. Zayde felt his body grow cold.

“Zayde … help me!”

It was Sydney. Just about twenty minutes before, Zayde woke up to find the severed corpse of what was left of his girlfriend. Now she was alive and walking.

“SYDNEY?!”

“You have awakened, my blood.” Renga, Rignor, and the rest of the Chroma all turned to gaze at the young woman standing by the backstage entrance.

“Your blood?” Sydney stumbled slightly, catching her loose footing. It appeared as though the connection of nerves between her lower and upper halves were not communicating seamlessly.

“You are one of us, now.” The giant Chroma smirked, anxiously anticipating an expected event to start. “I never thought I would meet an Awakened in this place, but with all of the Rutem energy concentrating here, it does make sense.”

“W-what’s happening to me?” Sydney looked away from Zayde, bringing up her arms that were severed below the elbows. Similar to a time-lapse video of plant growth progressions, new forearm bones sprouted from the bloody stumps, followed by muscles and skin.

By some bizarre twist, Sydney had not only come back to life, she was completely coherent and regenerating lost limbs. Peering down where her shirt was torn at the midriff, Zayde spotted the unnatural movement of her abdominals. There was something long slithering between her organs before it headed up to her head.

“Witness.” Renga turned to look directly at Zayde. “When one of ours is reborn inside of a human.”

Sydney suddenly collapsed, her newly restored arms hugging her stomach tightly as she released a guttural scream. Zayde turned, bolting between two Chroma that made up a part of the outer perimeter for the fighting space. Rushing to his girlfriend’s side, Zayde grabbed her off the floor and desperately held her in his embrace.

“What am I supposed to do?!” Zayde yelled out, partly believing what was happening was a mere hallucination. How could it be reality? Was his girlfriend a Chroma all along? Was that what Renga was implying when he addressed her as “his blood?”

No! It can’t be!

“Oh, God!” The wails of the woman were drilling directly into Zayde’s ears. “Make it stop! Make it STOP! It’s talking!”

“Sydney! Fuck! How do I make it stop?!”

“What you need to understand—whatever you are—is that what’s happening to her cannot be stopped. She chose this and now she will have to go through with it.” Rignor smiled mischievously.

Sydney’s screams couldn’t block out the sickening, popping sounds her joints were producing. Her body ceased the convulsions and began to bend with unnatural ranges of motion, instead. Additionally, the tone of her voice was shifting. The human wailing was transitioning to a chorus of demons. What Sydney was projecting was no longer a single cry. There were many.

“Zayde! Kill me! PLEASE KILL ME!” The woman’s voice had completely morphed into the shrieks of a monster. “It’s taking over! I’m losing myself!”

A great tumult erupted within Zayde’s mind. These developments were becoming too much for his mind to handle. What was he supposed to do? Assuming that Sydney being a Chroma or somehow turning into one was true, that would mean that she would try to kill him as well. Could he fight her, going as far as killing her? Was it possible for him to tear into her chest to rip out the heart that loved him so?

During one of Sydney’s jerking movements, her elbow flew up, slamming into Zayde’s temple. Much to his surprise, Sydney’s hit actually stunned him, despite how robust his body had become. He let go for a moment, trying to recover by shaking his head.

Rolling out of his loosened embrace, Sydney’s body began to tremble on the floor, her eyes rolling back into her skull. By the time Zayde turned to look back at what was happening, he realized the terrible truth. Sydney’s left eye remained human-like, while the right eye bled into a bright red. The giant black pupil rolled back, looking into his face.

All of the pain on Sydney’s face was gone as she stared at Zayde with a grin that quickly became more disturbing with each passing second. Her human teeth were slowly growing, taking on the appearance of predatory fangs instead.

“You reek.” Sydney’s voice was almost the same, but Zayde had known her long enough to spot the difference. This creature was wearing Sydney’s face and skin but it couldn’t emulate her voice exactly. “The power leaking out of you is disgusting.”

Without warning, Sydney slammed her hand into Zayde’s chest. The compression of his organs brought tears to his eyes as he puffed his cheeks out. How was it possible to generate that much force from a prone position? There was nowhere enough room to build that kind of momentum.

For a brief moment, the tune playing in Zayde fell silent.

Zayde was lifted off the ground, crashing backwards a couple of feet. Landing on his back, Zayde stared up at the ceiling in disbelief as his lungs struggled to draw another breath. There were hairline fractures running along his bottommost ribs.

“Yes!” Renga cried out in the monster’s native tongue. “What a fine specimen! We may have lost the doctor, but bringing in an Awakened and this Rutem emitting human will surely make up for the loss!”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” Sydney suddenly picked up the conversation, continuing in the Chroma language. “I may have just awakened, but I’m sensing a lot of hostile energy coming from that creature. I doubt he will come with you without taking his head first.”

Still stunned, Zayde slowly caught his breath again. There was an unquenchable fire igniting in his belly. As he clenched his teeth, Zayde drew a series of deeper breaths, his body tensing up as he launched himself back onto his feet with a single motion.

The quiet in Zayde’s mind was overtaken with the warped melody once more.

“Oh? I can really feel his presence.” Rignor narrowed his eyes as he stared at his revived foe. “What’s the matter? Your woman turning out to be one of us made you angry?”

“She wasn’t one of you!” Zayde bellowed. “You did something to her! She’s human!”

“You’re right.” Renga interjected. “She was human, but now she is a successful implantation of a Parasite. This is the first time I have seen one bond so willingly with its host. Most of the implantation attempts end with failure, but the black pill has worked with this one. Yes. The union was a success.”

Implantation? Parasite? Union?!

A memory of Sydney taking the black pill before they went to tumble between the sheets flashed in Zayde’s mind. It was the very same product that Jensen was offering earlier.

Oh my God.

“Your woman is dead. What is left of her belongs to us now. Renga, it’s time to stop playing games. I’ve tested him long enough. He should prove to be a valuable piece to our collection.”

A valuable piece to their collection? Zayde knew what that Chroma was inferring. They were going to take him alive. That could not happen. He would have to push the Chroma to drastic measures.

Zayde concentrated, amassing power and sending it down to his legs. The Chroma were playing games with him all along. It was only a matter of time until they were going to get bored. The power from before amplified threefold. The internal song grew more distorted until it was nothing more than a barrage of ear-splitting static. “Come on, give me a clean fight! What about your family name? You’re going to let that slide? A human hitting your precious, fucking red eye?”

“The Red Tigers have no time to spend on a senseless battle. We lost the doctor, but we have her … and we have you!”

“I’d rather die,” Zayde challenged, the muscles in his legs about to snap like a rubber band from the building tension.

“That can be arranged,” Rignor snarled. “But not until we bring you in. We have use for you—!”

SCHLINK!

The human disappeared from Rignor’s eyesight. The injured Chroma’s stance suddenly shifted to be awkwardly rigid.

From behind, just left of Rignor’s sternum, Zayde’s hand penetrated through the Chroma’s body like a knife. Positioned at a slight angle to avoid the spinal cord and shoulder blade, Zayde’s hand gouged through two walls of ribs, protruding all the way through. Zayde held the black heart of the monster as it insistently beat in the meat of his palm.

The surrounding Chroma’s commentary fell mute. Every monster wore the same expression of utter disbelief.

“I’m not going to be a part of some collection! I’m too dangerous to be kept alive!” Zayde snarled, the overwhelming power surging within him completely nullifying any logical thoughts in his mind. His primal instincts drove him to kill. He had to be too dangerous to be kept alive. Considering being captured alive, Zayde realized that death would surely be more merciful. “Not to mention, I can’t allow you to live! You are the Chroma who threatened my stepsister!”

Bloodied fingers gently caressed the beating organ of the body Zayde stabbed through. Rignor was unable to maintain his balance. Rignor’s body slowly leaned backwards. Zayde’s free hand caught the Chroma by the throat, holding up the limp body.

“Ack! Uhh!” Rignor’s body convulsed violently.

Renga was beyond awestruck. “H-how?!”

“You didn’t think I was paying attention when you killed one of your own earlier? Give me more credit than that—teacher.”

“Release him. You don’t know what you’re doing!” Renga warned.

“Cut the bullshit. What makes this asshole different than those Chroma that you all slaughtered earlier?”

“He is different because of his lineage.” Renga’s voice was on edge. That could have meant two things; the giant Chroma was either bluffing or Zayde had scored a hell of a bargaining chip.

“So, you’re saying he’s important?” Zayde raised one eyebrow suspiciously. “If he is what you are suggesting he is, then why the hell is he out here with the rest of you, doing bitch work, like chasing down old people?”

“Rignor and I are the Red Tigers! Even the HAWK recognizes us for what we are capable of!”

A full-blown cackle made its way out of Zayde. “Oh? You think you’re hot shit? I don’t give a damn what the HAWK thinks! You said I’m as good as dead, already! What is there to lose?!”

Escaping his peripheral, Sydney’s parasite infected body dashed to the flank, ambushing the young man. Her fist slammed across his jaw, nearly knocking the bone out of socket.

“AH!” Zayde screamed, biting down on the fist that was still close enough to his mouth while simultaneously ripping out Rignor’s heart out through the back before the body hit the floor. Zayde slammed his foot down, pulverizing Rignor’s head into black and white jelly while squeezing the black heart into oblivion.

Now that both of his hands were free, Zayde reared his head back, pulling the female host closer to him. Slamming his two hands over her throat, Zayde unleashed a battle cry, taking her to the ground.

“Fuck you, you monster!” Zayde screamed, staring into that red-colored eye that was leering at him. The female host smiled evilly.

“C-can you do it? Can you kill me? My host’s memories of you suggest that you were her mate.”

It’s not her! She’s not Sydney!

The hesitation lasted too long.

Renga came up from behind, grabbing a hold of Zayde by the back of the neck and slamming his body against the floor. Not a sound came out of the human; he kept his eyes pointed down. The Chroma were truly using every tactic at their disposal, going so far as to use psychological warfare.

“That bastard that you killed—was my brother.” Renga’s voice was menacing. The other Chroma began to box Zayde in.

A sensation of hundreds of tiny pinpricks began to swarm his body as the remaining red eyes focused their frightening leers at Zayde. He could physically sense their bloodlust.

“You being able to kill him is proof that you’re a threat to our kind. On the flip side, we will need to take you in alive. You are far too valuable to kill.”

Fighting so many opponents at the same time was far too much, even when Zayde considered his increased strength. Not to mention, with Sydney now in the mix, he was going to be fighting against something that he couldn’t kill in one go. The group of Chroma circling Zayde lunged one step forward, brandishing their animal-like teeth behind their wicked smiles.

They won’t kill me? Fuck it. I’m not getting abducted alive!

Zayde suddenly arose, picking up Rignor’s corpse and throwing it with all of his might directly at Renga. As the giant Chroma attempted to dodge the makeshift smokescreen Zayde created, the human bolted past the Chroma for the exit. The rest of the Chroma breathed down on Zayde’s neck in close pursuit.

With the concert hall now emptied out, a silence overtook the once-loud theatre. The distance wails of police sirens echoed. A mutilated body lying near the entrance, with the torso slashed open, suddenly began to stir. When the berserk Chroma first attacked, this victim was unfortunate enough to be standing in the way.

Taking a couple of deep breaths, the former human rolled over, getting back up onto one knee. The flesh circumnavigating the gaping hole of the chest cavity began to seal back up with an unnerving, slopping sound. Bones began to snap back into place as the humanoid form stood back up. Looking down at his hand, the figure realized where he was.

“I’ve been waiting too long dormant in this body…” His voice was slightly different now that he was taken over. “I’m glad my host broke his own rules by taking the very drugs he was selling.”

Joseph Jensen’s right eye glowed a bright red before he raced out of sight.


PHASE 08

Aerial Onslaught

March 17th, 2037. Local Time; 20:30

North American Continent, State of Montana.

Outside of Intel Gathering Facility

1.

The ground below was a grassy landscape with a widespread clearance of the trees. It was the ideal spot for the helicopters to stop.

“We have ter be fast wit gettin’ our people oyt! If we wait around, de poorpil can sneak up on us!” Jim yelled into his headset, broadcasting to the other helicopter that caught up with Night Hawk 2.

“Understood!” the two pilots from Night Hawk 3 responded immediately.

A bead of sweat rolled down the side of Jim’s face, catching in his thick, red beard. He turned his head toward the crates that were secured to the back wall of the aircraft. The four dark-green, heavy-duty containers had warning labels painted on them, reminding users of the danger the weapons presented if used incorrectly. Besides the warning, each crate was also labeled as “Heavy Ordnance” with large, yellow letters.

These were the next-tier weapons that were capable of annihilating a purple eyed-class Chroma.

Utilizing their inhuman agility, purple-eye Chroma maneuvered past most of their opponents, attacking from the sides or the flank. The Heavy Ordnance used “area-of-effect” types of attacks, providing a full 360-degree coverage to slow the enemy down, no matter what angle the attack from the enemy was coming from. Once a purple was immobilized, landing the fatal blow was simple task.

It was this particular characteristic that made the Heavy Ordnance such a high risk to use for those who had not received proper training. Incidentally, this was the reason why each Force Captain assembled their specialized teams. With nine elite teams across the HAWK forces, there was an impressive assortment of individuals who could properly handle and utilize the special weapons to combat purple-eyed threats.

Just when the HAWK finally had an understanding of the Heavy Ordnance, an omen appeared one day.

The Ninth Force received a Heavy Ordnance without any of the accompanying documentation that accompanied each weapon received. Its arrival and storage was kept on the down low. Only John, Jim, and Zoe knew of its existence when it first arrived. Testing and research were extremely limited, since the exceptionally destructive nature of the weapon put the user in severe danger.

Why did we accept it if we can’t use it ‘ithout riskin’ our skin?

McBride shook his head, frustrated.

The small group was only able to perform a handful of unsuccessful tests, and there were two incidents that occurred where the weapon almost killed the user. An armament that procured such a vast amount of untamable power had to be locked away.

Jim’s stomach sank when he struggled to recall if he really did see that it was taken out of its holding case in the armory. Was he just imagining things due to the stressful situation or did Zoe really have the nerve to take it with her?

We shud’av gotten rid of it, John.

“Commanding Officer McBride, we’re awaiting your orders!” one of the helicopter pilots shouted into the communications channels.

“Night Hawk 3, drop your men! De chopper gunners ‘ill keep sights tight on de entrance. If ya see anything coming out of that hole that’s not HAWK, kill it! We’re at a disadvantage since der data link is down. Our numbers and firepower should be able ter make up for dat. ‘hatever ya do, never turn ya back on the Chroma. They’ll go for de easy kill! Always.” Jim clicked off the comm, switching back to the internal that only included Evan and himself.

“We’re in one hell of a pickle, Jim.” Evan sighed. “With the data link that Smokey booted up no longer uploading readings from the sensors, we have no idea what’s going on below the ground. We’re going into this blind.”

“Shuddap, Evan!” Jim sneered. “Der’s no need for ya to point out every fecking thing I’m thinkin’!”

The M134 sights were zeroed on the metal door that granted access to the underground facility. Jim gently rested his fingers against the triggers. If the door opened and what came out had a colored eye, the barrage of hot lead would chew it up in matter of seconds. Yet, Jim knew that the Chroma would never be so senseless as to walk out carelessly. All the firepower in the world meant nothing if the bullets did not hit the intended target.

The passengers of Night Hawk 3 evacuated. The team took positions surrounding the entrance of the bunker and gave some room for the gunners to work with.

“Commanding Officer McBride, come in!” Hemlock’s voice came up.

Speak of de devil, and he’ll appear. Jim sighed.

“McBride ‘ere!”

“Allow me to emphasize the priority of your orders, tasked by Commander Jones. You are to recover the data drive and transport it back to your base. Absolutely no tampering of the data is allowed! If you or the Ninth Force team disturbs the data, you will be buried in shit! Is your objective clear?”

“Like mud on da windshield,” Jim retorted.

“If you can mouth off, then I trust that you can complete the mission,” Hemlock growled.

“Ya see, sir.” Jim smirked, still honed on the door though the gun sights. “I find it funny ‘ow ya ‘ave a plan for after we win. Here’s the problem, Hemlock. Dis is a poorpil-eye we are talking about. Dis is not gonna to be a walk in de park like ya and de higher ups seem ter think!”

“That was accounted for when the recovery team was deployed, McBride! Quit acting high and mighty because you have kills on your record!” Hemlock snarled in response.

“Damn ya, Hemlock!” Jim fired back. “Dis ain’t no pissing contest!”

A brief barrage of interference invaded the communications channel as a user attempted to capture the frequency.

“Come in, Night Hawk 2! I swear to God—Jim—if you can hear me and you are not answering!”

The voice belonged to a person who exploited every opportunity to trample on Jim’s authority when she was presented the chance. That small, aggravating detail aside, Jim was more than happy to hear that she was still alive.

“Zoe! Dis is Jim! Oi hear ya!” Jim announced loudly, muting Hemlock’s channel.

“We finally got through!” Zoe’s voice was strained. “Jim, I’m not sure how much you are aware of, but we have a purple threat!”

“Copy dat, Zoe. We’re aware of de threat level. Whatever information Smokey was able ter send us through de data link, we were able to see it for a short time. The Chroma destroyed de data link on de facilities side so we’ve been blind since. As far as we know, der should be one purple-eye Chroma left.”

“Sounds about right.”

Jim lowered his voice. “Also, we ‘ave company ‘ith us, Zoe.”

There was a slight pause.

“Who else showed up besides you?”

“Military side. Dey sent dem in with red weapons.” Jim let out a sigh. “That’s beside de point! I brought de Heavy Ordnance, so once we regroup, we’ll be fine!”

“We’ll only have two users, if you don’t include yourself, Jim.” Zoe’s voice lowered. “Roadblock and Smokey were killed in action. John is wounded. Gunnar and I are not too hot either, and we have an unconscious medical officer with us who was stationed at the base. She’s the only witness who survived, so far,” Zoe drilled off, taking a couple of breaths in between updates.

“Gotcha. Are ya exitin’ from de main entrance?”

“No! We’re going to make our breach via the ventilation ducts from the Intel rooms! It’s unlikely that we will have that Chroma tailing us from our route, so focus on the main entrance! The purple-eyed Chroma should make its appearance from there!” Zoe relayed the events.

“When ya meet us, John’s getting’ on dis bird and I’m bringin’ the heavies with me! Steeljaws, you and me will take out the threat. We could wipe out the poorpil and lower de risk of any military casualties.” Jim gritted his teeth.

“Will do! Last thing, Jim! That purple can command creatures that can punch through the Aeonian armor! That’s what took out Roadblock and Smokey!”

“I’ll make sure ter make dese shots special for them! Get ya ass up ‘ere to the surface! Which duct are you coming out of?”

“We’re going to be coming out of Room Two’s route! We already see whatever is left of the light from the sky!”

“Evan, punch it ova’ ter number two air duct! We ‘ave ter move out immediately!”

BROOOM!

The muzzle flash coming from the mounted gun on the other chopper nearly blinded Jim’s unprotected eyes. He took a step back, trying to recover.

“Multiple contacts!” one of the helicopter pilots yelled into the comm. “Engaging targets!”

The helicopter under Jim’s feet began to sway as it was heading toward the coordinate where the second air duct was located.

“Evan! Halt!”

“Jim?” Evan let off the throttle, drifting only a couple feet away from where the craft was originally hovering. Jim opened fire on the M134 mini gun, spinning up and spitting out projectiles at a blazing two thousand rounds per minute.

“We ‘ave ter hold de line ‘ere!” Jim shouted while his hands vibrated from firing the weapon. “Tell ‘em!”

“Zoe! This is Evan! Do you read me?!” Evan shouted, sweat rolling down his face.

“We’re about to breach the surface!”

“The enemy beat you to it! We can’t abandon our current post! We are roughly three hundred yards away from you!”

“We’re heading in your direction! We’ll holler when we’re under your belly!” Zoe confirmed.

“Please, hurry!” Evan clicked off the comms.

2.

The barrage of lead from the human forces occupying the outside of the entrance quickly consumed the Bifol that were tied to Cora’s command. The combined forces of the military and HAWK were more than ready for the volley. Cora sighed, leaning up against the wall that led to the outside world.

“That was fun,” Cora spoke up in the Chroma’s native tongue, his purple eye glowing in the darkness of the hallway. The only light sources were the helicopter searchlights coming through the opened bunker door. “I thought that my Bifol would’ve lasted longer.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. They were going to get cut down, but now we know what we have against us,” Lume replied.

“Oh yeah?” Cora asked, his tone suggesting that he was impressed by Lume’s swiftness in assessing the situation. “What did you get out of all of that noise?”

“Two helicopters and a small group of ground troops. The plan is to run. They can only shoot at what they see. I’ll direct my Bifol to dart out to the sides to draw their fire away from the door. We punch through the middle. Unless you both would like to take out the HAWK heavy weapon warriors?” Lume grinned, leaning against the wall.

Cora’s forehead creased. “Is it worth picking a fight with them? We have what we came here for … If we die here, who is going to pick it up?”

“I’m sure Kayto pulled back for a reason. Maybe he’s testing us. Either way, worst-case scenario, we get killed. Kayto can easily recover the artifact.”

“That can work, although I’d rather plan and work to stay alive.” Cora shrugged. “What do you think, Focol?”

“Bring it,” Focol said with determination. His purple eye was glowing much brighter than Lume or Cora’s eye.

“Aren’t eager, Focol?”

“How couldn’t I be? I’m going to take pleasure in feasting on the flesh of those humans while they are alive.”

Focol was slammed into the floor with enough force to dent the steel-plate tiles. Cora stood over the downed Chroma, back arched like an enraged cat.

“That reckless aspiration will get you killed,” Cora said in a small, calm voice.

“I don’t remember asking for your concern,” Focol growled.

Lume chuckled. “There are plenty of chances for you to get back at them, so curb your cravings for now until the time is right.”

“…Fine.” Focol exhaled, calming his nerves. Cora removed himself off of the other purple-eyed Chroma.

“You need to remember that we are not replaceable like the Bifol. The longer you have that purple eye in your skull, the clearer the bigger picture will become for you, got it?” Lume cracked her knuckles. “You can only make so many novice mistakes before it costs you.”

In response to the popping of the joints in her fingers, six Bifol emerged from the darkness of the hallway that led to the depths of the facility below their feet.

“Let’s get started.” Lume smiled, her numerous fangs poking out from under her upper lip. “If Kayto is testing us, we better not make him wait.”

3.

“Hustle, captain! We’re almost there!” Zoe yelled as John huffed along. “About fifty yards to go!”

“Good,” John muttered, his knees a little shaky as he trekked across the landscape.

“We’ll get you on that bird, and you’ll be fine after that!”

“What’s our strategy, Zoe?” Steeljaws asked, two steps behind Zoe. An unconscious Sandy was still slung over his shoulder. “We’re not going to have much time to plan out a tactic once we get to the ride.”

“We use the same strategy as before. Outlive the enemy!” Zoe said over her shoulder. “If you can’t manage that, you shouldn’t be worrying about anything else.”

“This would have been a shit-fest if we had to kill a purple eye using only our guns and knives.” Steeljaws huffed.

Zoe was experiencing an unsettling feeling in her inner core. She wouldn’t ordinarily get butterflies before a fight, but this was different. The Chroma were capable of utilizing subordinate beasts that could break through the Aeonian armor plates. It was the first time in a long while where she felt she was going to have to rely on all of her past training in order to outlast the enemy.

Their load-out was three Heavy Ordnance users and a team of ill-equipped military personnel. In short, it was a recipe for a potentially one-sided slaughter—but these were the cards they had to play.

“Wha—where are we?” Sandy grumbled as the running and jostling from Steeljaws her woke her up from her incurred slumber, thanks to Zoe’s quick knee. “Uhh … my stomach…”

“Looks like you’re finally awake!” Steeljaws almost laughed. “We’re closing in on the chopper!”

“We made it out alive?” Sandy’s question slipped out involuntarily. Despite all of the danger they faced, they got out of what had become enemy territory in one piece.

“Oh, we’re not done, yet!” Zoe shouted. “We still have that purple eye to kill! After what it did to Roadblock and Smokey, we ain’t going to let it get away!”

Steeljaws began to laugh softly. “Just another day in paradise.”

Zoe flashed a challenging smile in return. The Hellcat knew this occupation was far from paradise, but it sort of helped to put their unsettled souls at ease by ironically proclaiming this hell-on-earth to be some sort of nirvana.

Due to the ever-present hazard, the harsh reality was that any minute could be their last. That moment came for so many others in the past. Now her husband Drew was included on that list of people who were taken out of this world while doing the right thing. Once she was armed, she was going to go find her husband’s killer. Zoe’s mouth crinkled with her building anger.

The Chroma will understand a widow’s wrath is bottomless.

However, the looming notion still remained. Even if the infamous Zoe “Hellcat” Arsenault entered the fray, there was no guarantee she would be able to take down the monster. Every battle was different. Nevertheless, no matter how bad things were going to get out on the battlefield, Zoe had the nuclear option of using the weapon she stole out of the armory. She was well aware that she wasn’t supposed to take it, but Zoe lived by the old code, “Luck favored the prepared.”

Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that…

“Hey, Zoe!” Steeljaws caught up to his trusted wingman, looking at her with the cheesiest grin that his metal reinforced jaw would allow. “Make sure that when I’m done killing that purple eye, I don’t see you sitting on your ass!”

“Fat fucking chance!” Zoe yelled back, the noise of the helicopter’s whirling blades almost drowning her voice out. They were just below the belly of the helicopter when Zoe tapped into her headset.

“Evan! We’re here!” Zoe announced, setting John down slowly to avoid inflicting more strain on his body. “We’re ready to deliver John and receive the Heavy Ordnance!”

“Putting the bird to autopilot mode and taking over the gunner seat!” Evan called back. “Be careful out there!”

“Did it already sent out harpoon monsters to feel out the situation?” Steeljaws inquired while looking around and taking note of his surroundings. An ambush could be sprung at any given moment. He had to be ready.

“If ya mean dem crab-monsters, then yessir! Dat’s de reason why we cannot move!” Jim shot back. “Have John hook in!”

“What?” Zoe asked, caught off-guard.

“Yes—Zoe!” John mustered what strength he had left in his battered body. “I’m taking over the gun … while you three take that purple eye out!”

“Captain! You—!”

“Come on, Zoe! Give me more credit than that!” John growled. “I’ve been through worse!”

Something heavy landed next to them.

Standing up at his full height that reached over six feet and six inches, Jim McBride was projecting his desire to fight. John and Sandy were raised into the helicopter via the cable that Jim used to rappel down with.

Jim’s back was stacked with three weapon containers, each one holding a Heavy Ordnance. As the boxes were opened, Jim shot a sidelong glance at Zoe. He didn’t see that weapon anywhere on her, so where had it been relocated if it wasn’t with Zoe?

Dis is strange … Oi culda’va sworn! Jim thought to himself.

Steeljaws extracted his Heavy Ordnance weapon and a small glowing, cyan cylinder. The small shimmering object was no bigger than a standard 9V battery. This was the very same power source that fueled all of the functions of the Aeonian Armor Systems.

The weapon was a pole, roughly three feet in length, with several ribs lining the length of it. He rotated the top section one full rotation and slid the power cell into the slot that opened up. In response, the pole doubled in length, narrow slits of lights jetting out from the openings that ran down the weapon. He swung it once or twice; the gust of wind generated by the weapon was powerful enough to ruffle the grass more than ten yards away.

The weapon that Jim fetched from its secure container was a pair of metal-plated gloves. Upon pulling them on and inserting a similar power cell into each slot that appeared, the metal plates on the gloves expanded. The plates slid back and forth until the armored gloves produced spikes at the knuckles and armor plating all the way up to Jim’s elbows.

Zoe removed a baton-like object from the strongbox.

Once the device was switched on after the installment of a cyan cell, the baton transformed just like the gloves Jim was wearing. The weapon split and multiplied in surface area until a metallic sarcophagus engulfed her hand. The pointed end of the baton whirled up as the final stages of the transformation took place. A dark-purple liquid snake sprouted out of the end, slithering slowly back and forth in mid-air. Unlike a conventional, leather whip, this whip’s main body was comprised of a concentrated, quasi-plasma liquid that was strung together with a four-way woven copper mesh. The air around the plasma became turbulent; the intense heat made the sweat roll down Zoe’s face, even with the Aeonian armor protecting her.

“Evan, order de soldiers ter move back! We are gonna start de first strike! Dis long of silence can only mean one thing, dey are trying ter make us drop our guard!” Jim yelled out in anticipation.

“I read you, Jim!” Evan responded, switching channels on the comms.

“Forward!” the giant said over his shoulder, taking a couple of steps toward the bunker where the men were still lined up. Steeljaws followed, keeping the stick in one hand, held diagonally behind his back. Zoe stayed a little ways back, keeping her head low.

Maybe me assumption was wrong. Der is no way dat she would take another Heavy Ordnance if she were already armed ‘ith somethin’ else. Jim kept his thoughts to himself.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Jim withdrew a stainless steel flask from the inner pocket of his bulletproof vest.

“Drinking on the job, Jim?” Steeljaws chuckled. There was a specific tone in his voice that hinted his desire to enjoy some as well.

“Tis’ true, lad.” Jim smiled, throwing the flask behind him. Steeljaws, in turn, caught it in one hand. “Gonna enjoy de finest that I’ve saved up for years.”

“You say that like you are going to die, Jim,” Zoe said in a low voice. “Don’t tell me you know something we don’t.”

“Ha! I’m not saying anythin’ of de sort!” Jim shrugged.

“Whoo-hee! That’s smooth!” Steeljaws’ faceplate was temporarily moved to allow the exquisite product to instantaneously purify his gastrointestinal tract.

“Oi always carry one, Zoe. Every single mission.” Jim looked over his shoulder, half-smile still playing on his lips. “Because every assignment dat we go on is special. We live together, fight together, win together, and one day it ‘ill all end. So ‘hile we are here, whatcha say we kill dose bastards … together?”

The cams in Zoe’s helmet disengaged, partially sliding the faceplate away to provide an open path to her mouth. She snatched the flask out of her wingman’s hand, striking at her prey with the accuracy and swiftness of a cobra. After throwing her head back, she instinctively wanted to vomit as soon as the liquid touched her tongue.

It was like chugging down gasoline. The high alcohol content burned the inside of her mouth, throat, and in between all of her teeth, but she persevered. She was able to force it down a mouthful.

“Heh! Oi am impressed, Zoe!” Jim raised his eyebrows in response. “Dat’s a man’s drink!”

The flask came flying at him, but Jim was expecting it to be returned in such a swift manner after his comment. He returned it into the pocket he extracted it out of.

“Ya feelin’ it?”

Zoe cleared her throat, but her voice was still hoarse.

“Oh yeah … we’re carving a road for humanity … and we’re going to pave it with Chroma bones.”

4.

“Night Hawk 2. Ground troops are pulling back from the hot zone,” the pilot from Night Hawk 3 informed the HAWKs, simultaneously relaying the message to the ground teams.

“Hey … Evan.” The captain was short of breath.

“Yes, sir?” Evan asked, flipping some switches on his panel on the dashboard.

“Have you ever seen a fight against the Chroma when we use the Heavy Ordnance?” John asked, still keeping his eye down the barrel, looking for movement at the bunker. Had Evan not set up a bucket seat for John, the captain would have already collapsed.

“No, sir. This would be my first time,” Evan admitted.

Information concerning the forgers of the Heavy Ordnance was one of the highest guarded secrets of the HAWK. A small group of higher-ups in the HAWK chain of command knew only the bare minimum about the forgers and where to pick up said ordnance when there was a new delivery to replace broken equipment. Not even John was allowed to know where the Heavy Ordnance originated.

Using a small headlamp to illuminate the wound, Sandy was able to perform first aid on John with what she had in her pocket kit while the captain held the gunner position.

“I’m sorry,” Sandy whispered. “I don’t know what came over me … back in that room…”

John grunted as he kept one eye open, staring down the sights. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose.”

“I know—but I put more people at risk because the strategy had to be changed!”

“Well, that’s true, but that’s another part of our job. We have to be able to adapt to any situation. If it’s any means of consolation, you made one hell of a shot. When we use training rounds during dry runs back at the base, not even Zoe could manage to hit me like that.” John chuckled.

“Looks like the shot I fired only grazed your sense of humor.” Sandy brandished a small smile.

5.

The military teams retreated.

The order was to pull military team back to their transport helicopter and to provide support fire in case a threat tried to rush in and attack the getaway vehicles. This move also cleared space for Zoe, Steeljaws, and Jim to fight without having to worry about friendly casualties.

Zoe bit the inside of her cheek, staring at the open doorway that led into the depths of the facility.

We’re going to end this right where it all started, Zoe thought. She still felt the weight of it on her back; the possibility of its use was still in the equation. But that’s last resort only. Even with all the training I did on my own, I haven’t gotten full control of it just yet.

“De moment de poorpil-eye shows its face, it will more than likely make its escape. Dat cannot happen.” Jim looked sternly at Steeljaws and Zoe. The stance she took, with the expression that her whole body was projecting, confirmed Jim’s initial assessment from earlier in the day.

She was hiding something.

The darkness of night was upon them. The stars of the night sky were concealed by the thunderclouds that had rolled in. A cold wind, a flash of light, and after a delay, the heavens spoke with a mighty roar.

That’s when Jim saw it in the flash of the lightning.

There was no longer a doubt about Zoe having taken the weapon from the vault. Jim was about to open his mouth to bring attention to the sight he caught on to, until he felt a small tap on his head and shoulders.

The dark clouds covering the stars and moon began to pour rain. It was by far the worst possible timing.

Zoe tensed up, preparing for the worst.

“Heads up!” Steeljaws yelled, twirling the rod in his hand and transitioning to an overhead striking position.

Two Bifol darted out of the bunker’s entrance at breathtaking speed, crisscrossing each other’s paths, making them harder to follow and shoot down. Once they covered a certain distance, both Bifol bolted to the far-off open plains, making a getaway for the forest beyond. The sudden downpour from above made visibility outside of the spotlights provided by the helicopters next to zero.

“Night Hawk 3! Track usin’ thermal! Two targets north an’ southbound to de woods!” Jim yelled into his headset before his jaw was knocked loose.

Whirling back to see what was in front of him, another fist flew right by Jim’s ear. The entire left side of his head was numb from the impact, ears ringing for good measure. He took a step back, feeling the enemy dart past him.

In desperation and anger, Jim threw his hand out and grabbed a hold of the passing Bifol by the wrist. He grinned with the side of his face that he still had feeling in. Utilizing the Heavy Ordnance Punch Glove, Jim crimped down, pulverizing the arm of his enemy with a sickening crunch.

“Gimme more, ya’ ugly bastard!!”

The Bifol screeched in pain, struggling to break free of the redheaded giant’s grip. In desperation, the monster fired a bone spike out of its chest, which was less than a foot away from Jim’s vitals.

Quickly reacting, Jim placed his metal-plated arm in between them. The spike deflected to the side after smashing against the forearm plate. The redheaded giant grunted as the energy carried through the armor. Nevertheless, the plates from the weapon held against the attack.

The Aeonian armor ain’t stronger dan de steel in dese gloves!

Jim chuckled as he reached his defensive arm into the Hunter’s face and dug the fingers of the gauntlet into the eyes and mouth of the beast. All the while, the military forces behind the three Heavy Ordnance users mowed down the first two beasts that made a getaway into the woods.

Zoe was facing off against one of the three that rushed down the middle. Her quasi-plasma whip struck fast at her foe, but the beast was as equally nimble as her. Every strike the Hellcat launched, the crab-legged/human torso beast would side-jump and initiate a counter-attack.

Arsenault kept light on her feet. Holding her ground in this type of a fight would mean certain death. She coiled up the whip, taking a couple side steps that enabled her to walk a circle opposite to her enemy.

It mirrored her every move.

She grinned with anticipation.

Hook. Line. Sinker!

In an instant, Zoe dashed right through her opponent, striking out the whip ahead of her at the last second and sliding forward at the same time.

The beast didn’t have enough time to deploy the bone spikes out of its chest as a counterattack. The female warrior had already cut the beast asunder. There was no way for the monster to guard against the whip’s attack. She looked over her shoulder, taking note of her comrades and their progress.

“McBride!”

“Finishin’ up!” Jim, who had the beast by the mouth and eyes, quickly moved both hands over to the sides of its head. With a minimal effort, he began to squeeze the cranium of the beast, compacting the skull with immense pressure imposed by the gloves. As a result, the head came apart in pieces with juices exploding out in all directions.

As soon as the beast fell, Jim bit back a scream of agony.

His hands, wrists, and arms felt like they were about to be torn asunder. The exertion from using the Heavy Ordnance was starting to manifest in the immense strain in his muscles.

“Gunnar!” Zoe yelled.

Since Jim and Zoe each had one beast, Steeljaws had to pull his weight plus another as he faced off against two Bifol at the same time. Zoe quickly realized that Steeljaws was battling only one creature at the moment. The second Bifol was already flung a couple of feet away. Its broken, motionless body was twisted up like a rag doll.

“I’m fine!” Steeljaws braced the rod in front of him, letting the weapon take the brunt of the charge initiated by the second Bifol. “I can handle this!”

After initiating a shove that produced a small gale, Steeljaws spun the rod over his head a couple of times, then slid his grip all the way to the bottom, extending the maximum range of the weapon. Executing a single overhead strike, Steeljaws leveled the remaining monster by smashing the rod into its head.

The concussive blast exerted by the rod buried the harpoon beast knee deep into the ground. The rest of the body was compressed, broken bones poking out through the crumpled valley of flesh.

“Whoo-hee!”

Steeljaws gripped the Heavy Ordinance Rod in his hands with excitement.

“Don’t get carried away! Dis is our chance to corner de poorpil bastard!”

A sinister voice came from behind Jim’s ear. “Now … now…”

THWACK!

Jim fell face first into the wet earth.

His arms didn’t come up to protect his face as he made his descent. He was already unconscious before he started to fall.

Fortunately, Zoe and Steeljaws were able to react when they saw Jim go down. Both HAWK fighters were facing a purple-eyed Chroma. A wave of anger flooded over Zoe as she stood afar off from her only standing ally. She felt isolated as the leer from the purple eye was sending chills down her spine.

Despite her pride of being a proficient Chroma slayer, Zoe couldn’t deny the overwhelming portentous atmosphere projected on her.

“Two more purple-eyed Chroma spotted! Total of three targets!” Evan screeched over the comms. The situation transitioned from disorder and slammed straight into absolute chaos.

The three beastly humanoids boldly stood around the front entrance. The troops, who had never seen a Chroma with their own eyes, were frozen in place. They could feel the dangerous aura bleeding off their powerful bodies.

“John! If we fire, we might hit our—!” Evan cautioned.

“Don’t you think I know that?!” John grunted, the stress putting more strain on his already damaged body.

How did they evade the sensors? How unpredictable are these things becoming? John gritted his teeth. “They’ve played us for the stubborn mules that we are.”

“Can’t we push the ground troops forward to attack?” Sandy spoke over John’s shoulder, observing the scene after finishing up what first aid she could provide.

“It took the whole squad to take down two of those harpoon beasts that bolted for the woods. They wouldn’t make a dent. They’re Chroma fodder if they get any closer,” John growled.

“Greetings!” a calm voice with a thick accent hopped on the comm network. “Down here! I’m waving my arm!”

The purple eye that wasn’t preoccupied with keeping Zoe and Steeljaws at a distance had snatched Jim’s headset off of his head, using it to communicate with the choppers.

“I’m happy to see that our Bifol provided you entertainment. Just so that there is no misunderstanding, we were going to leave you all to kill for another day. There’s one problem. You have something that’s dangerous if we let it out of our reach,” Lume spoke with charisma in her voice. “I’m asking that you give us the girl who was present when we were here earlier, or you can even kill her so that she doesn’t die by our hand, but it would have to be done it in front of us. We can’t accept hollow promises.”

John turned to look at Sandy. She was staring at Lume with horror-stricken eyes. The medical officer’s body was shaking as her dread was getting the best of her.

John thought for a moment.

The Chroma could be calling a bluff.

This might have been their plan from the very beginning. He let out a sigh, feeling the crushing weight of the stalemate.

“Hmm? No answer? I’m not sure you HAWKs can afford silence.” Lume nodded, reaching behind her and producing a small, metallic box with ports dotting along the sides of it.

John needed only one glance to confirm that the object in the purple eye’s hand was the very same data drive he was sent to retrieve.

“This object holds almost all of the data collected in the past thirty-six hours.” Lume began to pry the box apart, exposing the sensitive electronics to the rain. “It’s too bad … How many died for this object?”

Lume’s arms flexed as she compacted the box, crushing it into a ball of aluminum with a thousand pieces of broken semi-conductor material trapped on the inside.

“Tch!” John clicked his tongue loudly.

Both Zoe’s and Steeljaws’ shoulders heaved as their hands quivered. The weapons were locked into striking positions. Lifelong friends were mutilated and devoured alive to obtain the drive that was demolished in the blink of an eye.

Another lightning bolt struck overhead. Rolling, booming thunder followed soon after. Zoe knew better than to rush in without a plan.

One, her opponent was a purple-eyed Chroma. Two, her weapon’s combat style wasn’t advantageous for this scenario. There was no way to execute a frontal attack fast enough to kill a purple eye. If she moved forward, the whip would brush back from the momentum, dragging behind her instead of being in front where she needed it to be effective. She would have to draw the enemy to her, but the purple eye that stared her down was firmly holding his ground. He wasn’t going to budge an inch unless she made the first move.

“Still no answer?” Lume sighed. “I was tired of the violence. It can be absolutely exhausting, slaughtering and eating humans—!”

Lume interrupted herself to unleash a cruel cackle.

“Ha! A joke! Truth is—I seek out every opportunity to consume you pests! Something about the taste of a person who is fighting is far more appetizing than a person who is completely helpless!”

The more Lume spoke, the less Zoe seemed to be able to hold herself back. Weapon rattling in her hand, Zoe was still forced to stand down from the stalemate. To make matters worse, the female Chroma was egging the Hellcat on by gleefully describing her recent campaign of human bloodshed.

Zoe was tipping over the edge as she gradually released the hold on her delicate emotional balance.

“Don’t let her get into your head, Zoe!” Steeljaws tapped directly into Zoe’s headset.

Zoe’s eyes narrowed as she stared down the Chroma that was blocking her path. That monster was the only thing holding her back from advancing to the boastful Chroma female that was using Jim as a stepstool. If looks could kill, the Chroma in front of Zoe would have been vaporized, regardless of the robust makeup of the purple eyed body.

“Zoe, if you make a move on your own, we’re all going to die! The Chroma have the advantage!”

“Our window of opportunity is closing!” Zoe clenched her teeth.

“For the record,” Lume paused, cracking her knuckles, the joints in her fingers popping like firecrackers. “This has been most entertaining of an experience.”

Without warning, Lume slammed her naked foot on top of Jim’s back, digging her toes into the vest. Her playful, twisted behavior suddenly changed to that of a wild animal, fierce and merciless. “If you continue to ignore our demand, I’m going to pull this pest’s spine right out of his body! Don’t test me!”

The loud stomp from Zoe’s boot made the purple-eyed Chroma blocking her path flinch. The snake-like body of the whip writhed in a more turbulent manner than before. It was as if the weapon had synchronized to its user’s tumultuous emotions.

“John! Give the order!” Steeljaws’ back flexed as he readied himself with anticipation of the battle that was about to come.

The captain’s hands trembled for a moment.

The current predicament spelled out checkmate for the HAWK in the short-run. No matter how he sliced it, Jim’s life was in immediate danger. Whether John blanketed the area with the mini-gun or chose to do nothing, the Chroma would see to it that the stalemate would be broken.

Bending to the Chroma’s demands and giving up the only source of information left of the events in the underground facility seemed to be the less violent option when weighing out the price of a dozen human lives over one life.

“Captain.” Sandy stood next to John, her body upright but awkwardly stiff. “I’m going down there. I don’t want any more people to die!”

“Sandy!” John lashed out. “If you go, then all of those men and women who gave up their lives to get you out will have died for nothing! I will not spit on their graves!” His body ached with every heave of air he forced through his lungs.

If only I was in a condition to fight…

“Yes, sir.” Sandy nodded, biting her lip anxiously.

That female purple-eyed Chroma figuratively had the HAWK team by the balls. The glowing eye in her head was sending John one clear message with the menacing stare. She was driving the captain to make an irreversible choice.

John’s decisions, whether it would yield a favorable or unfavorable ending, would be a decision he would have to live with. Ever since he stepped into the boots the past Force Captains wore, he became acclimated to shouldering the immense responsibility. Contrariwise, was it possible that he merely became numb to all of the accruing guilt after so many years of exposure?

Adapt or die.

John examined the mess below him. One man down, and two were being held up by three purple eyes. Above all, there was an insufficient means for the HAWK to launch an effective counterattack. Hopeless as the situation presented itself, the mission had to succeed, even if it came down to the last man.

John recoiled at the thought of what had to be done, but he was at a crossroad. A path had to be chosen. Either way was going to yield someone’s death.

“We’re not going to surrender the medic to you. We will fight!” John called over the radio. Jim—I don’t deserve your devotion!

“Well, well.” Lume chuckled. “Willing to throw your friends to us to achieve your goals? Did you know that emulating our style is far from flattering?”

“John! What are you doing?!” Steeljaws yelled over the radio. The urgency in his voice was irritating the captain, but John had no other choice but to proceed on this course.

“They played their hand, and now we have to show our cards!” John shouted over the headset, no longer caring about who could hear him.

Lume laughed heartily, bending down and extending her sickly, white hand. The alabaster fingers wrapped around the back of Jim’s neck. She planted a good grip on the vertebrae, right below the cerebellum.

Steeljaws let out a battle cry, swinging his weapon.

The sudden movement scattered raindrops directly above away from him as the staff created an overhead, concussive air blast. Cora snarled, not backing down from the wordless challenge.

“STOP!” Zoe screamed at the top of her lungs. Her breathing became ragged as her whole body sagged forward. “Please … stop.”

6.

Lume was still holding on to Jim’s neck, but her gaze was directed at Zoe’s helmet. She had an ugly expression on her face, one that portrayed the disgust she reserved for some lowlife that had the audacity to interrupt the program. Nevertheless, Lume stopped moving, and that was the status quo that Zoe strived to grasp in desperation.

Lume narrowed her eyes. “You have quite the mouth for someone who isn’t in a position to speak.”

“Please, I’m begging you.” Zoe dropped to her knees, her neck relaxing as her head drooped forward. “Don’t kill him.”

Steeljaws nearly dropped his weapon from the shock.

He was beyond distraught at the sight unfolding before his eyes. Zoe was nearly prostrating herself and pleading to a Chroma, no less! Gunnar speared the ground, leaning against the weapon. He nearly lost his balance from the shock.

Zoe—what are you doing?!

“What’s this? Asking me to spare his life?” Lume nodded approvingly.

“You want me to be genuine?” Zoe’s voice was choked up. “I’m down on my knees in the mud! I’m pleading!”

“John!” Steeljaws yelled into his microphone. “Give me the fucking order!”

Silence followed the young man’s outburst.

“Can’t sit or fetch without your master’s command?” Cora mocked.

Steeljaws’ white-knuckle grip on the Heavy Ordinance started to generate a creaking sound. The rod’s metal construction resisted the crushing force of his hand.

Zoe is breaking down! With Drew and everything, she has to be at her limit! She’s going to get everyone killed!

“Zoe! Get back on your feet!” Steeljaws thundered. “Is this what Drew died for?! So that his widow would be on her knees, begging mercy from the very same enemy who slaughtered him?!”

Zoe cast her Heavy Ordnance to the side after removing the cyan power source. The once-fierce truncheon that sprouted a flame serpent, capable of devouring any foe, reverted back to a simple metal baton. The power source of the weapon was disconnected, forcing the weapon to return to its dormant state.

“Captain!” Steeljaws yelled, swinging the weapon up over his head, readying for another overhead strike.

“Stand down!” John barked out. “That’s your order!”

His entire body shook with pent-up rage that was threatening to boil over.

Has John lost his mind?!

Regardless, an order was an order. No matter how much it tore away at his soul to stand by and watch two people he regarded as family members fall prey to the Chroma’s despicable ploys, he was conditioned to obey, no matter the circumstance.

“That’s a good dog,” Cora mocked the Heavy Ordnance user.

“You throw away your only means to kill me? I can’t tell what level of crazy you are, but you have my ear once you dispose of that thing.”

There was a slight hesitation, but nonetheless, Zoe smashed the cyan cell with the steel-reinforced knuckles of her glove. The outer casing was broken open, unleashing a terrifying high-pitched screech. Zoe suddenly raised her head, pain in her eyes. She lifted her fist from the ground, shaking her hand back and forth violently until she succeeded in tearing off the armor piece.

The damaged power cell oozed a bright-blue, liquid substance. Once it touched the outer surface of the metal plating on the backside of Zoe’s glove, a reaction of sorts began to take place. Considering the robustness of the metal plating, the power cell liquid ate through it as though the armor was paper-thin.

“Now that you can’t use that anymore, I’m more than ready to hear your appeal.” Lume smiled, leaning her head to the side in curiosity.

“Nothing has been set in stone. We can all walk away from this,” Zoe pleaded her case, crossing her hands in front of her chest, as though she was earnestly seeking out forgiveness.

Lume giggled, licking her index finger. “This was the reason you went as far as making your weapon useless? I’m disappointed. Try pleading again.”

“Fine. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. I want Jim to stay alive, and you said the only thing you want is the evidence of your presence at the facility wiped clean. Right?” Zoe lowered her arms in a non-threatening way.

“Eh? Okay … keep talking.” Lume hinted at giving a small bow, to show her appreciation that there was someone on the same page as her.

“I’ll gladly kill the medical officer, if that’s what it will take to make you leave.” Zoe’s voice lowered, a certain darkness filling her voice.

“Someone was listening to me!” Lume raised her arms. “Despite what humans believe, we are reasonable.”

Zoe stood up slowly, inputting a command into her armor.

As she did, Steeljaws immediately recognized the act and was about to spring forward. Cora was more than eager to immobilize the young warrior from the moment they crossed paths. When Steeljaws advanced, the Chroma slammed the HAWK fighter to the ground with enough force to shatter his ribs. The armor surrounding Steeljaws’ body was his only saving grace.

“The most obedient dog will suffer because of his master’s idiocy.” Cora laughed, standing over the downed fighter, pinning the young man.

The cams in Zoe’s helmet whirled up, sliding the faceplate back and revealing the reddened eyes and puffy cheeks. She reached up, tearing the helmet off of her head. The shoulder-length, raven-black hair clung to her scalp as the rain soaked her to the bone.

“Well, well…” Lume let out a low whistle, impressed with the fair appearance of the female warrior before her. “I promise to release both of your friends once you complete your obligation. Even among enemies, our words are absolute.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Zoe said in a quiet voice, turning to trudge toward the helicopter. Before she turned around completely, Zoe caught a glimpse of Jim. He had regained consciousness as she departed.

“I’m sorry, Jim, we have finally reached this point.” Zoe gave a small smile, walking toward the choppers.

Another lightning bolt struck nearby. The night sky lit up brighter than day for a brief moment from the colossal discharge of static electricity. Just as Zoe was about to cross out of Jim’s limited peripheral vision, the lighting gave off enough of a glint for Jim to spot it on Zoe’s back.

He began to struggle, shouting, trying to get Zoe to stand still.

“Oh, you finally decided to wake up!” Lume chuckled, bending down and grabbing a handful of Jim’s red hair, pulling him up and forcing him to watch Zoe depart from the battlefield. “Just in time … She is the reason why you are going to stay alive!”

Why is Zoe walkin’ around ‘ithout her helmet? I can see de weapon she stole from de armory … but why de chopper? Jim struggled to grasp the situation.

Did the Chroma somehow coerce Zoe into doing their dirty work? Although Jim was unaware of the surrounding details, he knew this going to be the beginning of a terrible chain of events.

“Zoe! Stop!” Jim bellowed before being silenced. The brute strength that Lume was crushing Jim’s spine with, as punishment for speaking up, was enough to stifle his ability to speak.

“Speaking without permission is impolite.” Lume shook her head slowly, clicking her tongue in dissatisfaction.

The communications channel exploded with higher-ups arguing whether or not to engage Zoe Arsenault as a threat. She appeared to be working in favor of the Chroma as she made her way over to the choppers to take out the medical officer. Some of the ground-force military personnel raised their rifles and lined the approaching young woman in their sights.

“John…” Zoe sounded apologetic. “I disobeyed a direct order, and for that I accept the consequences.” The whirling of the helicopter was getting progressively louder as she walked closer. “I don’t want your forgiveness. I’m beyond that. All I ask is for you to understand.”

Zoe’s trek to the chopper was stopped short, about thirty paces away from where she originally stood. Her posture was erect as she peered at the helicopters through the downpour. “My only justification for what I am about to do is that I made a promise. No else is going to die if it’s within my ability to stop it!”

“Zoe.” John’s voice was soft, almost like a father. “Do as you see fit.”

The female warrior took a moment to exhale. She felt a brief peace in her mind and heart. Her captain understood what she was about to do and her reasons. There was no emotional hesitation from her now.

“Thank you…”

Father.

Zoe took a deep breath, whipping around on her heel and facing the Chroma. “Time’s up, bitch!” Her forest-green eyes darted from the ground to where the Chroma was standing.

She wasn’t crying anymore. The façade was up.

I hope thirty meters is enough space. Jim shouldn’t be in range of this weapon. Zoe braced for a moment. Lume’s proximity to the downed fighter presented another challenge, but Zoe’s farce allowed her to obtain sufficient room to work with.

“The life of your teammate isn’t worth more than that medic?!” Lume dug her nails into Jim’s flesh. Lines of blood began to trickle down the back of his neck to the front. Jim thrashed in agony as he bit back a scream.

“I’ll gladly show you the value of life … and what it means to lose it.” Zoe knelt down on one knee, taking a deep breath.

With no one else to guard, Focol joined up at Lume’s side, his hands jittery from the building anticipation.

“Hold on. We don’t have to rush.” Lume narrowed her eyes at the anxious purple eye next to her. He seemed more than ready to blast into the battle without thinking twice. The female HAWK fighter’s conduct was bizarre. In response, Lume exercised caution.

“Drew, this is for you,” Zoe whispered to herself, her heart aching at the thought that she would have to do this alone from now on.

“Drew? Drew Holt?” Lume announced loudly. “The man who was interrogating Kayto in that small room? Kayto and the rest of us left those humans alive so that they made a meal for his creation.”

Creation? The goop creature was developed?! Steeljaws came to the realization.

Zoe’s powerful back flexed, pulling wide in response to what was said about her deceased husband. Lume’s eyes lit up. She found another weakness in the human in front of her.

“It’s too bad he was meant to be a meal for Kayto’s creation. His flesh looked rather delicious—”

“HAHAHAHA!”

The sudden laughter that broke out of Zoe jolted Lume to clamp up.

The compiling pain and anger that Zoe was suffering from was surging to a central location within her body. Zoe reached behind her waist, grasping at what seemed to be thin air. “You fucking idiots! You should’ve killed me!!”

She brought her arm back in front of her, the hand still appearing to be holding nothing. Using her other hand, she unwound it with a single, fluid motion. A loose fabric began to materialize out of seemingly nowhere.

Even though it appeared to have come out of thin air, the weapon Zoe had been hiding on her back was camouflaged in a material that refracted all light, except sudden bursts of bright illumination. A perfect example of the material momentarily losing its refracting ability was exposure to a close lightning strike.

Revealed for the world to witness, the weapon in her hand was a lot like a Japanese wakizashi, the shorter sword that accompanied the iconic katana. The scabbard was a simple bamboo texture with no special markings. The armament didn’t even have a hand guard.

“…What am I saying? By slaughtering Drew, you did kill me.” Zoe’s voice softened, becoming unsettlingly serene. “Yet here I stand, with nothing to lose. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve made me immortal.”

Jim began to resist against Lume’s crushing weight with greater urgency as soon as the weapon was revealed.

“Zoe! It’s dangerous! You’re gonna die!” Jim yelled.

Lume wanted to drop in a cynical comment to show her confidence, but she couldn’t suppress the ever-growing panic bubbling up inside of her body. However, she couldn’t manifest her fright; it was against the Chroma’s art of war.

Zoe raised the sheathed sword above her head, grabbing a hold of the wooden body of the scabbard. A small tug brought the sword out an inch from the wooden case. As the blade disengaged from its protective sleeve, a bolt of lightning struck within a mile of the battleground.

Thunder roared loud enough to make almost every creature present baulk while Arsenault held her ground, unmoved.

As the short sword was entirely drawn out, a slick schlink! resonated after the thunder passed. The rain suddenly stopped, leaving only the sound of the helicopter’s blades whirling in the distance.

All heads, excluding Zoe’s, peered up at the dark skies. Was the blade somehow causing the sudden change in the weather?

The blade’s polished black surface flickered in the helicopter’s searchlight. The weapon, no longer concealed in its case, was as stunning as it was lethal.

Lume was struck speechless. It was as if the blade had somehow cut off her tongue from a distance. There was a dark energy circumnavigating the steel as the immense power flowing out from the weapon brought Lume to quiver. An inanimate object was able instill this much fear in her as the hairs on her neck stood on end as she drew sharp breaths.

What is that thing?!

Focol, despite the new development, appeared to be more than ready to rush forward. He had fully dedicated himself to engaging his target. Lume began to wonder if she was the only one sensing the dangerous aura.

“Come—show Zoe Arsenault what you’re capable of!” Zoe’s gaze was as sharp as the sword above her head.

Arsenault. Lume’s eyes widened in alarm. This woman?! The one who singlehandedly slayed over twenty of our purple-eyed Haarä is standing before us?!

Taking the challenge to heart, Focol sped to Zoe to close the gap. In the blink of an eye, she ran the thumb of the hand holding the scabbard down the edge of the blade, drawing blood from her flesh.

As soon as the blood flowed onto the sword, it awakened.

The black blade lit up with a crimson light as it thirstily absorbed the drawn blood. Obsidian-colored cracks developed and broke up the newly red-tinted steel. Darkness flowed from the sword into Zoe’s hands, the blood vessels in her skin turning to that same obscure black as the blade’s former color. It traveled throughout her body, reaching all the way up to her face. Her eyes turned solid black, with the exception of the forest-green irises that now glowed neon green. She let out a deep exhale as her whole body quivered. It wasn’t a physical articulation of pain, but of pleasure from sensing an incontestable amount of power.

Unlike the other Heavy Ordnance that required a power cell, this particular weapon could only be activated by one source.

It was a living sacrifice—a blood sacrifice.

“Focol! Don’t!” Lume cried out, but it was far too late.

Focol pulled his hand back, putting his fingers together like the head of a spear. Even with this sudden turn of events, and the crippling fear that was overtaking him ever since he saw that sword, he was still driven to puncture the girl’s heart. He poised to land the fatal strike.

This is for humiliating me! Focol’s senses were in overdrive as he descended toward the target.

Zoe raised her head, her blacked-out eyes locking onto Focol’s purple eye.

Focol briefly spotted a second, dark entity draping itself over the girl holding the short sword. Both forms shared the same twisted smile on their faces.

She disappeared without an indication of moving.

SCHLINK!

Zoe reappeared three feet in front of Lume.

Focol was severed four ways, up and down and side to side. His black blood sizzled and evaporated from the blade as the quartered pieces of his corpse split and flew in random directions. The heart was the point where the four pieces of his body intersected.

Zoe’s irises glowed with delight. She was within leaping distance of her next target. “This is why the golden-eyed fucks named me the Hellcat!”


PHASE 09

Crimson Judgment

March 17th, 2037. Local Time; 18:45

Las Vegas, Nevada

A couple blocks away from Moody Concert Hall

1.

The intersection of Bradshaw and 117th Avenue was a crossroad known for light traffic, no matter the time of the day. Statistically, it was also the intersection where the least amount of car accidents occurred. The westbound and eastbound Bradshaw Street had the green light. Cars and pickup trucks began to accelerate, carrying on and following the road laws.

The first car that passed through the middle of the intersection was pulverized.

A foreign object slammed perpendicularly into the passenger side doors at speeds exceeding forty-five miles per hour.

Due to the speed of the robust object slamming into small-sized car, the vehicle was almost knocked off of its tires and rolled over on its side. The body panels were beyond demolished. The object that was sent sailing through the air was the fifth Chroma that Zayde kicked away after ripping out the heart.

Everyone behind the wreckage slammed on the brakes. Horns blared, people screamed in horror. Those fleeing the scene called to the authorities moments after the incident occurred.

Zayde Maddox was standing in the middle of the intersection. His torn-up clothes and arms soaked with Chroma blood a telltale sign that he had been to hell and back. His own blood trickled out of various wounds that he sustained while making his escape from the concert hall that was several city blocks away. The “stone skin” that effectively stopped the Chroma attacks was reaching its limits.

Those who could make their getaway by turning their cars around and speeding down the opposite direction did so without hesitation. Others, such as those who piled up behind the wrecked car, made their escape by exiting their vehicles, running without looking back.

In reality, the people at the scene weren’t in any direct danger. The two remaining Chroma and a female, human host for a Chroma parasite were exclusively setting their sights on Zayde. After several cycles of exhausted breaths, Zayde was still unable to control his dry panting.

“What’s your name?” the big Chroma called out.

Zayde couldn’t pinpoint the feeling that came over him. He suddenly felt inclined to reply to such an inappropriate question, considering the abnormal situation.

“Zayde—Maddox,” the young man replied, falling down to one knee.

“Zayde Maddox.” The big Chroma nodded, smiling. “A name that is worthy to remember.”

Renga walked toward the downed human fighter while the last Chroma and what was formerly Sydney maintained their distance. Fatigue’s colossal weight shackled all over his body, preventing Zayde from moving. His eyes lazily gazed up at the approaching giant.

Renga’s pale hand grabbed a handful of Zayde’s shoulder-length hair, yanking his head side to side. Leaning in close, the Chroma’s rotting breath nearly choked Zayde.

“When you ended my brother’s life—I can’t tell you the relief I felt. Succession can be a painfully long process when there are others ahead of you. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity like you to show up for so long to kill that self-entitled fool.”

The giant Chroma released the handful of hair that he held Zayde up by. As soon as Zayde made contact with the ground, his body folded like a lawn chair.

He used me to kill his brother?

Renga cocked his head to the side. “After all that struggling and now you’re going to die tired? You managed to kill seven of us, including my brother! One of the Red Tigers! But I think I finally understand why you were able to last this long! Yes, you are human, but that Rutem energy is not coming from you … you have something inside of you giving you that power.”

Renga turned to look at the last remaining Chroma.

“Renga, why are we going so far to capture this human alive? We lost so many of our own!”

“Bordock, are you a fool? Can you not see that this is no mere human? He has to be captured alive!”

“What do you expect out of this creature?”

“I’ve never gotten close enough to know from my experience, but I believe the reason a freak of nature like him exists is because of one simple fact. This human must be a Wielder!”

“A Wielder?!” Bordock cried out in the Chroma language. “T-That’s not possible! Except for Jason, all of the Wielders disappeared!”

“He hasn’t fully awakened.” Renga narrowed his eyes, replying in the guttural language. “We can’t allow for that to happen. We have to bring him very close to death before we can transport him. His Rutem energy leakage is increasing more and more. It won’t be long until the HAWK’s sensors will start to pick up readings. His Rutem output has kept growing. There’s only way to stop him from being a beacon.”

“I’ll remember your name, Zayde Maddox. Even though the doctor is dead, I can still earn my purple eye … and it will all be because of you!” Renga switched back to English.

“You haven’t earned shit!”

Throwing up his Chroma-blood-soaked hands, Zayde grabbed Renga’s wrist, wrenching himself free. Kicking up his legs, the human rolled over so that he was now standing on his two feet.

The two beings locked eyes for a moment. Putting in the last of what he had, Zayde channeled his remaining energy into his fist for one final attack.

With an extended hand, Renga caught a hold of the slow attack, easily nullifying it without so much as flinching. The giant Chroma chuckled lightly.

“Everyone else would have died from the exertion, but you don’t know when to give up, Zayde.”

I couldn’t die a quitter. I refuse. Zayde softly laughed to himself. At this point, I hope my body just shuts down on its own … I pushed it far enough.

An irritating sound cut through the air, progressively getting louder. It was the wailing sound of sirens, alerting any remaining bystanders that help was on the way and warning them to clear a path.

As his eyes swept around, Zayde realized that no matter which direction he looked, there were bright flashing lights to be seen on top of the police cruisers. Some stayed behind at the previous intersections of each direction, preventing the crossing of more traffic where the Chroma and Zayde were positioned.

“Heh! You know what this means?” Renga laughed.

The arrival of the police was going to result in a slaughter. Surrendering was not an option. If Zayde was somehow captured alive, he was sure to be shipped off, more than likely to the HAWK. There was no telling what would happen next.

There was an overwhelming presence of enemies on all sides.

“Time is running out. This has brought me to a hasty, but necessary decision. If my assumption is correct about what you are, then taking you to the edge of death shouldn’t be an issue. Just as long as you don’t actually die.”

“That’s a lot of effort … just to keep me alive.”

Wrenching down on Zayde’s captured arm, Renga brought his powerful knee up. The hard point of bone traveled at incredible speeds and smashed against Zayde’s ribcage. A wave of pain and nausea overtook him as his sternum and the connecting ribs were crushed in, the fractures running across the bones like a spider-web.

Zayde’s limbs began to shake as his jaw loosened, letting out a pain-filled shriek, falling back onto the asphalt with a soft thud.

“You’re a tough son of a bitch,” the big Chroma strained. Renga was standing over the human fighter while the Chroma’s body was bent at a slightly unnatural angle. “Your body actually held up fairly well, considering what was hitting it.”

Looking down at his leg, he saw that the knee was twisted. Black blood dripped from all of the exposed tissue that was under the pale skin. However, the knee that was demolished beyond recognition began to fuse back together. Bones snapped back into place, ripped ligaments and tendons reattached themselves. The skin pulled back together like zippers on a jacket. Within a couple of seconds, Renga was already leaning on the leg, putting his full weight on it with no issue.

The big Chroma kneeled down on top of the downed fighter. “Zayde,” he started off, tracing his long nails down the human’s sternum, simultaneously cutting the ragged shirt open. “Even a Wielder has their limits, especially one that isn’t fully awakened. You get the point—you can be strong for only so long.”

Renga precipitously pierced through Zayde’s sternum with a jab after poising his hand like a dagger. Without delay, Renga scooped out Zayde’s beating heart.

Eyes darting in all directions, Zayde’s saliva and blood flowed out down from the corners of his mouth.

“Rest for now, Zayde Maddox.” The big Chroma’s voice was eerily calm as he applied pressure to the exposed heart. “Luckily, your Wielder body can handle up to this much damage. When you wake back up … that’s when the real nightmare will start.”

All of Zayde’s good memories blazed through his mind until it came to a grinding halt. Zayde saw Kendra standing in front of him with a twisted smile on her sweet, innocent face. She was crying.

Zayde’s heart struggled in Renga’s death grip, as his eyes rolled back into his skull. There was nowhere to run, except to retreat to his subconscious. The last of the barrage of noise that had overtaken the song inside of Zayde had shifted, elevating to higher frequencies until it was a pure, screeching tone.

2.

A memory of Zayde’s stepsister Kendra from years in the past was relived. They were both in her room, sitting on her bed. She had just finished an hour worth of crying.

“So, I guess our family is going to break apart until there is no one left?” Kendra sighed heavily, wiping the tears out of her eyes “Because at the rate that we’re going…”

“Stop.” Zayde grabbed a hold of her small hands in his, giving them a reassuring squeeze. “Kendra, no matter what happens, I swear that I will always be there for you.”

“I’ll keep you to that.” Kendra smiled weakly while speaking with a broken voice. She then proceeded to rest her head on his shoulder. “Thanks, bro.”

“For what?”

“For being here.” Kendra’s voice became progressively softer the more she talked.

“I guess…?” He chuckled awkwardly.

No response came after that. Instead, Zayde picked up on softer her breathing.

I guess you cry for an hour straight and that’ll tire you out, huh? Zayde thought as he carefully put her to bed. Before leaving the room, Zayde remembered balancing against the doorframe. Seeing Kendra sleep so soundly brought a state of tranquility over him, but that quickly changed to irritation, as he thought about the person responsible for upsetting her in the first place.

You abandoned Mom and Kendra … and for what?

Zayde somehow felt a pain in his chest, despite being trapped in his own mind as he transitioned out of the memory. What was this sudden tearing at his soul?

I swear that I will always be there for you. Zayde’s own voice echoed in the distance. That was the moment it clicked.

Oh. I broke my promise. I abandoned her. I did the very same thing he did to her.

Zayde moved away from his home six months ago. Learning about his adoption was the perfect “out” to the pre-existing, prolonged problem. That really was all there was to it. He ran away, just like he did from everything else in his life. The root problem began when Kendra’s father cheated on his stepmother. Something inside of her head snapped. She developed a psychological condition of letting her toxic emotions accumulate and then releasing them on her closest targets—her children.

The only stable thing in Zayde’s turbulent existence was Kendra. She became a sort of lifeline that kept his head above the current. However, he had forsaken her, pushing her under the water and clawing at the surface to get air for his greedy self. With Zayde’s exodus out of his adopted family’s life, he broke a promise and left the one person who did not deserve the abusive woman’s terror.

I’m sorry, Kendra. I’m such a coward! I should’ve just manned up and brought you with me! Why did I knowingly leave you with that bitch?!

“About time you thought of someone else, besides yourself,” a female voice thundered in in the depths of Zayde’s mind.

The human whipped his head back, looking through the darkness, trying to find the source of the familiar sound. He quickly realized that he was not controlling his actual body. He had gained access to some sort of mental world locked away inside of his brain. It was very similar to the feeling Zayde experienced when he practically relived the memory of the Chroma eating the woman in that room.

“I thought you’d never pull you head out of your ass!” the female voice continued to speak.

Zayde came to the realization. He’d heard this voice a long time ago. It was like a puzzle he struggled to solve for years was suddenly fitted with the last, intersecting piece. The big picture was finally materializing.

“You—I know you!” Zayde’s anticipation was building.

It was a voice so vexingly feisty and yet so encouraging. The emotion building from his discovery reminded him of the competitive edge of rivalry between two lifelong friends who sought to improve themselves by clashing to best each other’s strengths.

“I don’t remember who you are.” Zayde laughed. “But something about the way you talk reminds me of someone I used to know!”

“Now’s not the time for reminiscing, Zayde! We’ve got our work cut out for us!” the female voice snapped back, her tone a bit more serious now.

The familiarity Zayde had for the female voice wasn’t because there was a previous experience he could recall where he knew her. It was much deeper than that. The sensation was from a bond that ran deeper than blood.

A soft, single tone reverberated in the distance, replacing the previous barrage of noise and screeching high frequencies from when Zayde was slaying the Chroma.

Engaging his mind, Zayde evoked a precious memory that he had forgotten long ago.

Rori! The name suddenly leapt off of his mental tongue.

The female voice called back, blanketing him with her nurturing tone. “You remembered me, Zayde!”

The sound, similar to a slung sledgehammer being deflected by a rock that had stood up to the test of time, echoed loudly in the space of his mind. He slowly opened one eye.

Lines comprised of tiny symbols began to arc along the distant walls that were hidden in the darkness. The strange hieroglyphics held no meaning to Zayde, but their appearance did give him a feeling of nostalgia.

As the symbols snaked their way around, they established the true parameters of the space that was the darkness. Zayde was able to get a grip on his mental surroundings.

What he thought was an endless plane of obscurity was actually a sphere. He was suspended in the center of the globe. The lines of symbols established the outer edges of the shape. Patterns of intersecting lines drew themselves besides the ancient writing, creating a slowly revolving cage.

“Zayde, as excited as I am to finally talk to you, you’ve done some things that need to be corrected.” Rori’s voice was hurt, like a mother who had to punish her child for wrongdoing.

“Correcting?” Zayde called out, a mild panic settling in the bottom of his stomach, firing off one question after another. “What do you mean? What did I do? What’s going to happen to me?”

Slightly translucent, cyan chains shot out from all different directions, originating from concentrated spots of symbols on the sphere’s perimeter. The restraints latched onto Zayde’s limbs and torso. The fetters moved like serpents, coiling and crimping down all over his body.

Zayde threw his head back and forth as he screamed at the top of his lungs. His pain-filled cries carried on. The pressure exerted from the restraints from a mental projection felt all too real.

“Zayde, you’ve taken power from me. As a Krotoni, I cannot allow this to continue. In addition, the stolen power has corrupted you. You will have to forfeit what you’ve appropriated. Only then can we move forward.”

Stolen power?

“Everything I’ve been able to do … the speed, the strength, was because of you?”

“Yes. Now, please remain still, this will only be a moment.”

He strained, cheeks puffing out as a giant coiled braid of cyan chains moved like a snake, stopping before his chest. It plugged forward, melting through the flesh and grabbing a hold of his heart. Electrical shocks ran throughout his body for some time before the appendage withdrew, leaving the young man suspended in the chains.

“No matter who holds power, it will always flow toward obliteration,” Rori spoke, her voice piercing Zayde’s soul. “You stole power from me. I understood the plight you were trapped in, but this could not go on any longer. You must have noticed that your mental constitution was degrading at a dangerous rate.”

Rori had a point; there was no way to deny that heightened emotions were becoming Zayde’s decision steering mechanisms. There was no more room for rational thoughts as his feelings, vested with Rori’s pilfered power, consumed his mind.

The bluish-green glowing silhouette of a female body materialized. It was impossible to determine any of her defining features. Reaching out, she placed her soft hands below Zayde’s jawline, gently caressing his face.

“Poor thing. You thought you were all alone. I apologize for not being able to talk or guide you after all this time, but I was buried very deep within your essence. With all of that fighting, being so close to death, and the high Rutem exposure, I was finally able to wake up.”

The chains burst into a million pieces, shards exploding in all directions. The pieces flew past the sphere that was established by the lines of hieroglyphics until the fragments washed out into the darkness beyond. Zayde dropped down a couple inches before hitting what he considered was the “ground.”

“What are you, Rori?” Zayde inquired, his mind finally returning to a reasonable level of sanity since the procured power was no longer affecting him.

“Hmm, you should know that since you’re a Wielder. Unless … Do you even know what a Wielder is?” Rori was mocking her human host, but there was no malice in her voice. “You not knowing anything doesn’t surprise me. From what I remember seeing through your eyes, you always had a hard time connecting the dots.”

Zayde opened his mouth to reply, but opted out of replying.

“Don’t worry, this is sort of expected. You will eventually remember what I am. All in good time, Zayde.” Rori chuckled. “Now, it’s time to awaken.”

“Whoa! Awaken? You said something about being a Krotoni! What is that? One of those Chroma parasites that infected Sydney?” Zayde couldn’t recall taking any of the black pills, but he wasn’t sure of anything anymore. He had seen a lot in a short span of time.

His body was lifted from the dark ground, a gentle force guiding him to lie down on his back.

The sphere that comprised the small world unraveled as the lines of strange symbols rushed to concentrate into a point in the darkness above him. After the explosion, millions of shards of light were sent hurling in all directions. The darkness he was scared of became an endless expanse of the night sky stretching from one horizon to the next.

They were not the only heavenly bodies he saw.

Intermixed into the tens of millions of clusters of stars were great fields of red, orange, and purple clouds of distant nebulas. All of these wonders stretched out before Zayde, filling his eyes with their magnificent, unmatched beauty. He breathed in through his mouth, absolutely captivated by the firmament above him.

“Whoa,” Zayde’s admiration slipped out.

“Zayde, I’m with you on this plane—this place that defies time and space,” Rori informed Zayde.

“I left my body, didn’t I?” Zayde gasped, wondering if this was “the other side.”

“No. You’re still in your body, but your mind is no longer trapped within the confines of itself. I have brought you down into to my mind, which is in the deepest part of your subconscious. That is where I reside.” Rori paused for a moment. “You don’t remember anything thing, do you?”

“No—can’t say that I do.” Zayde was too enthralled with the stars above him to think at any sort of depth.

“Very well, we’ll have to catch up at a better time. Right now, I’m the one that’s keeping your body from completely dying. I’m over-extending to keep you in one piece—”

“So I’m going to die?!” Zayde interjected.

There was a slight pause as Rori considered her answer. “I can make that happen. Don’t interrupt me again.”

No matter how strange it was to Zayde, the peace he felt from her presence was genuine. That and his recent run-in with near-death experiences pushed Zayde past trying to find logic. He was finding that leaping into the dark with the hope of eventually hitting solid ground concealed somewhere in the abyss was becoming the new normal. This entity named Rori was the ground he was looking for.

“Rori. When I awaken, I’m going to need your power again.” Zayde figured with the absence of the power he cultivated so far, he wasn’t going to be able to get very far when he was dropped back into the real world.

“Well, of course. That’s natural. I’m your Krotoni, after all. You will be using my power, just like before. The only difference is that you won’t be stealing it from me,” Rori said in a bittersweet tone. “As for your request, we will only use what is needed to kill the beasts. I’m afraid your body might not be ready to channel a lot of power without risking long-term damage. Remember that there is a price for everything.”

Zayde’s right arm was suddenly struck limp, falling from his side and hanging down below while the rest of his body remained suspended in the stars. As soon as Zayde’s hand broke the surface of the liquid below him, he immediately withdrew. Agony shot up his arm, as if the water was conducting electricity and the contact provided the path for said current to flow.

“Be wary. You’re above a vast body of water. The water is your mental manifestation of my power,” she coached Zayde. “Submerging your hand carelessly to draw that much power would do more than damage you. You must open your heart so that we can become one. The only way to do that is to undergo Harmonic Convergence. Simply put, it’s when an inhabiting Krotoni merges with the human host. This bond is what forms a Wielder, allowing for the power to safely pass from the source without corrupting the host.”

When Zayde took the power for himself, it was dark and uncontrollable. The shared power from Rori he was sensing now was warm. The heat was bleeding away from the surface of the water, caressing his naked back.

“Rori,” Zayde repeated in a soft voice. Just saying her name gave him an unjustifiable feeling of harmony. “A Krotoni … Harmonic Convergence … shit, this is a lot.”

“I know. Take it one step at a time. Now, stretch out and slowly make contact with the water. When you do, open your ears.”

Slowly lowering his hand, Zayde let only the tips of his fingers pierce the surface. Another jolt ran through his body, but he was determined to see this through. Zayde began to hear whispers from strange voices, rambling on in a language that his ear couldn’t discern the meaning of. Images of war, taking place in realms he was sure only existed in fairy tales, began to flood his vision. Where were these places located? Certainly, the locations could not be found on earth.

That’s when Zayde Maddox saw her.

A female humanoid, a little taller than him, stood at the edge of a cliff. She was gazing down below at all of the annihilation. She was attired in form-fitting armor comprised of tiny, dark-gray scales that covered her from the bottom of her jaw line down to her toes. Based on her outer silhouette, Zayde could see the body of a muscular warrior. Her short, cyan hair rested just above her defined shoulders. She kept her back to him, her face remaining hidden.

“Remember, Zayde…” Rori’s voice was soft but frighteningly icy. “…Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

“Lord Acton? From the Nineteenth century? How do you know about human philosophy?” Zayde was beyond flabbergasted.

“As a Krotoni, your eyes are my eyes. Once upon a time, you read that inscription and its words left a deep impression on me.”

“I’m not sure if I should be frightened knowing that.” Zayde thought back on all the things he had done and seen. Rori was right there watching it in first person.

“Remember, never steal from me like that again. We’re finally together now, so lean on me instead of shouldering everything on your own. When you awaken, you will truly not be human. Are you ready for that?”

As soon as she asked that question, Zayde heard the same music from his dreams. The eardrums in his real body would have certainly torn to shreds with the volume’s intensity, but in this dominion, he could handle it. No, Zayde was wholeheartedly embracing it.

A thought rushed through his head. For the first time in his life, Zayde realized that he felt alive. It was an epiphany, a breath of the crispest air he had ever taken in. This music was just complementary to that feeling. The beats were slowly losing their integrity, giving way to a different kind of sound. Some of the instruments in the music were suddenly transforming into words, forming lyrics finally comprehensible to Zayde.

I’ve lingered aimlessly,

Time has slipped away.

My hands grown numb,

I’m filled with dismay.

Reach out! I’m so close!

I’m your missing piece!

Come back to me, child!

You—my masterpiece!

Broken apart, we’re weak.

Together, our powers interlace!

Soar the skies, search the stars!

Awaken, awaken in my embrace!

Zayde laughed, mentally placing the wings of the female figure from his visions and overlaying them on Rori’s back. So she was reaching out to me after all of this time!

“If you can finally understand the song, then Harmonic Convergence was successful.” Rori’s voice was beyond elated. “Now you will recognize the immense power reserved for Wielders.”

“Let’s not keep the Chroma waiting!” Zayde shoved his hand wrist deep into the water.

Within the vision that Rori projected for her human host, the female figure underwent a subtle transformation. The bottom tips of her hair began to bleed to a neon green.


PHASE 10

Frenzied Emergence

1.

Half a block away from 117th Avenue and Bradshaw…

Officer Beeghly was on patrol when the dispatch called for half the department to contain a Chroma threat until the HAWK from the nearest Outpost arrived on scene. Officer Beeghly was used to dealing with many different situations, but this was one he never thought he would have to take part in. The Moody Concert Hall was left a bloodbath as the threat had relocated to the streets.

“Three hostiles moving out. Prepare to intercept,” the dispatcher’s voice came over the radio. Whatever the Chroma were up to, they were finished.

“Remember your role!” the police chief announced over the radio. “Our job is to contain them! The HAWKs are doing the fighting!”

Easier said than done, of course.

“What a day to be on night shift.” Officer Beeghly sighed.

He could see the unusual arrangement of car headlights in the distance as he drew nearer to the scene.

The primary objective was to establish a perimeter; if the containment failed, they were to track the Chroma for the HAWK to engage.

The cruiser’s engine roared as Officer Beeghly pressed the accelerator to the floor. A drop of sweat rolled down the side of his freshly shaved face. He was the first in a line of seven cruisers speeding toward the hot zone. Officer Beeghly’s grip on the steering wheel was white-knuckle tight. Any moment could be his last.

A strange blue light began to glow, starting from the ground, in the middle of the intersection. The light’s intensity quickly escalated, forcing Officer Beeghly to squint his eyes.

“What the hell is that?!” he bellowed.

Then he saw movement, from the southeast corner of the intersection.

There were three silhouettes.

One humanoid had a bulky frame. The other two were of a smaller build. All sported long hair.

“I have sights on the Chroma!” Officer Beeghly grabbed the comm piece of his radio, making the call. “In addition, there’s also an abnormal light coming from the middle of the intersection!”

“Ten-four! We’re observing an abnormal reading on the sensors! The energy signature is off the charts! Do not approach! I repeat! Do not approach!” one of the technicians that operated the sensors called out to Officer Beeghly via the radio.

There were special sensors strategically placed throughout the country, forming a complex web that covered the nation. It was HAWK-developed technology, capable of providing an early-warning system of Chroma presence. Officer Beeghly wasn’t familiar with the exact science behind the sensors. If one of the instruments was picking up readings of the energy waves that Chroma emitted from their bodies, Beeghly was instructed told that law enforcement was in for a hell of a ride.

Officer Beeghly slammed on the brakes, stopping about fifty yards away from the intersection. The cyan light grew steadily brighter with every passing second, making it nearly impossible to look at directly without risking damage to his retina.

The radio began to crackle with interference.

What the hell is going on?

A screech assaulted the radio waves.

Standing in the middle of the light was a fourth humanoid that arose from the ground. He rushed the bigger Chroma, simultaneously chasing the two smaller ones away. The bulky Chroma, who was at least three times the size of the other figure, was wiggling helplessly in mid-air. The figure had caught the Chroma by the throat and inexplicably hoisted the massive body off the ground. The act appeared to be done with little effort, despite the difference in physical size.

Officer Beeghly’s confused expression dropped as he stared with astonishment.

The light surrounding the two figures focused into a concentrated beam, directed up into the night sky. The figure holding up the Chroma could have passed for a human, except for the gaping hole in his chest where the cyan light was pouring out and redirecting itself up to the heavens.

“I have visual on the target and the source of the power surge!” Beeghly fumbled with his radio before calling it in. All he got was static at first, a barrage of interference preventing communications from getting back to headquarters.

“Is that thing jamming the radio?” Beeghly yelled as he looked at the cruiser to his left. Pointing to his own radio, Beeghly mimed if he was the only one having comm issues. His suspicions were confirmed when he found out that everyone was having the same problem.

“Guardian … of the Omnigate…” The static on the radio began to organize; words were formed out of the snow.

The hole in the figure’s chest sealed up, lines of blue light running throughout his body, creating an intricate, glowing tattoo design. His entire eye sockets radiated the same colored light.

A slight pause later, the figure stabbed his free hand right through the chest of the Chroma. The monster writhed for a couple of seconds before giving up the ghost. The lifeless body hung from the figure’s hand.

“Did he just—?!” Beeghly’s voice trailed off.

The method to killing a Chroma required high-velocity ammunition to be discharged in a key location. This individual, on the other hand, just killed the Chroma three times his own size by simply piercing his hand through the Chroma’s chest.

The dead body of the Chroma began to tremble violently. It was as though the corpse was being electrocuted, limbs whipping back and forth as the main torso contorted violently. Cyan light began to leak out through the newly forming gashes in the flesh of the big Chroma.

Another mechanical screech was thrown into the night air as the body of the Chroma exploded into a black sludge, leaving the figure standing in the middle of the carnage, arm still extended upward where he had originally held the Chroma up in the air. He exhaled, steam rolling off his arm.

The static on the radio subsided, calls coming through as the snow disappeared from the radio’s receiver.

“Beeghly! Are you alive?” It was the police chief’s voice and he began to sound winded. “Dammit! Someone answer!”

“Beeghly here!” He panted as he kept his eyes on the recovering figure. “A new element showed up and was throwing interference! Whatever that thing is—it killed the Chroma in one hit!”

A small pause later, the chief replied. “What kind of an element?”

“I don’t know.” Beeghly shook his head. “I don’t know whose side it’s on, but it just killed a Chroma!”

The figure’s head leaned backward, letting out the same mechanical scream that the Chroma gave out right before it was blown into pieces. The lamenting shriek sent a chill up Beeghly’s spine.

The light that was shooting up from the ground around the figure began to contort, taking shape. The blue beam twisted into many directions, forming the rudimentary structure of a giant lizard. A second mechanical screech spiked in volume.

Officer Beeghly couldn’t move.

His body wasn’t reacting to any of his commands to retreat. He wasn’t prepared to witness such a terrifyingly awesome event. There was a humanoid capable of killing the Chroma with a single blow and now—a light show spectacular.

There was a sinking feeling creeping up the officer’s neck. Little pinpricks began to irritate Beeghly’s exposed skin. A foreboding sentiment infected him.

“Beeghly! Get everyone out of there! The energy signature has fried the sensors!” the chief screamed over the radio.

The structure finalized its form, the giant lizard-like animal sprouting wings that stretched form one corner of the intersection to the other. Scales ran down the massive, cyan, translucent body. Half a dozen horns protruded from the head, the snout elongating and filling with massive teeth. The giant beast that would have been more fitting in a fairy tale, now stood more than twenty feet tall, belting out a roar that was vibrating every structure within in a mile radius.

Is that a d-dragon?!

Beeghly immediately grabbed for his gear shifter, putting the cruiser into reverse.

“Move out!”

At the sound of the tires screeching, the translucent beast turned its head to look at the source of the irritating noise. Both eye sockets were glowing light blue. It was lacking pupils to suggest what direction it was focusing on, but Beeghly felt its menacing gaze burn holes into him.

The creature let out one final roar, shattering the windshields and windows of the cars nearby. After the deafening bellow had passed, the creature’s skin shifted from the cyan to a bright-neon green. The hue takeover originated from the eye sockets, rapidly spreading until the entire structure had taken up the new exterior accent.

The adjacent green light circumnavigating the beast’s massive body diverted as it rushed to the inside of the chest. The surrounding area was momentarily overtaken with the darkness of night, as the expounded light was concentrated inside of the beast.

Every warning instinct within Beeghly was going off.

Oh shit…

The beast released the amassed energy, casting a blinding light in every direction. That was the brightest object Beeghly had ever seen in his life, right before his world dissolved to black.

He could still hear everything around him, but he was in utter darkness as cruisers slammed into each other. Beeghly realized that the lights had not gone out.

He was struck blind.

2.

Near the Intel Gathering Facility’s Entrance.

The purple-eyed Chroma was inches away from the lightning-fast blade. Witnessing the gory mess that became of her comrade, Lume jumped away from the path of the wakizashi. However, retreating meant that she gave up keeping McBride as a hostage. Not only was the redheaded giant a bargaining chip, he was also a shield of sorts. Now that the two remaining Chroma were exposed, the helicopters in the distance could spin up their rotatory guns. Lume let out a monstrous snarl as she landed back on earth, safely out of range of the short sword.

“What is that?” Lume eyed the enchanted steel fitted securely in Zoe’s hands. As Lume glanced at the gored pieces of her comrade strewn all over the muddy ground, she involuntarily wiped the edge of her brow. She felt sick to her stomach as her body shook with inexplicable fear. All of these sensations were brought about from the manifestation of that blade.

Speed quadrupled, Zoe received the much-needed advantage to slay a purple-eyed Chroma in one hit. However, with such a drastic elevation in physical prowess, there was a price to pay. The weapon, made by the forgers of the Heavy Ordnance, was taking a severe toll on Zoe’s body.

Zoe was fully aware of the potentially fatal consequences that came from awakening the sword. Nevertheless, the pain didn’t deter her from this hazardous undertaking. The people she considered family were in imminent danger. Losing Drew was already too much. She couldn’t bear another loss that day.

Though every muscle fiber in her body was threatening to tear from the exertion, Zoe steeled herself to persevere. With both John Kubovics and Jim McBride out of commission, the HAWK team was severely lacking in Heavy Ordnance users. These were the cards that Zoe was dealt. She couldn’t afford to falter.

“This is your solution to the Wielders abandoning you?” Lume cringed. “You use weapons to force your bodies to compete with ours?”

Zoe managed to repress the agony infecting every cell of her body long enough to allow her aggravation to manifest.

“Bringing up the Wielders, you shit stain?” Zoe flexed her jaw muscles, spreading her legs a little wider to maintain balance. She raised the short sword over her head, readying for a strike.

The Chroma felt the shift in the air, but there was no time to react.

Zoe tensed up, releasing all of the stored-up energy that had built up during the standoff. Arsenault concentrated, directing the expendable power to her legs. She launched her body forward, closing the gap and bringing the sword down.

Lume’s current position was intended to serve as a defensive posture, one that would give her capacity to counter an overhead attack. Reading into Zoe’s body language as the human warrior set up for the assault was all Lume could do.

The Hellcat rolled her grip on the sword at the last second. Zoe changed her attack style, starting from an overhead strike and transitioning to an uppercut within a blink of an eye.

The blade sliced through the air with a high-pitched whine, carving through Lume’s arm without any resistance, as it continued toward the chest. Black blood erupted from the gaping lesion.

Huh?

Lume’s purple eye widened as the blade passed through the bones without so much as slowing down. However, due to the short sword’s limited range, it could only graze the surface of the skin covering the core of her body.

Lume tried to leap back in retreat, but it was already too late. Zoe readied another attack, impaling the purple eye through the sternum and spine.

A mouthful of black blood spewed from Lume’s mouth as she fell backward to the earth. When her body landed in the mud, the dark liquid continued to gush out from where her arm had been severed her. Zoe stood over the struggling humanoid, keeping the sword wedged in the monster’s body.

“W-what’s going on?!” The overpowered purple eye craned her neck down, looking at the gory stump where her arm used to be located. As a purple eye, Lume’s healing factor was considered to be nearly instantaneous. Yet, there was no indication that her body was recovering. “I-I’m not healing?”

The sword had rammed through the sternum, but Zoe missed the heart by less than an inch. It had not only pierced through her completely, but the blade also stabbed into the ground, pinning Lume on her back and limiting her movement to the point that she was practically immobilized.

“Oh?” Zoe’s voice was hoarse, but it could have been considered a somewhat playful tone. She stared at the Chroma’s wound with curiosity. “What kind of weapon did the forgers give us?”

Zoe’s first unofficial field test was yielding shell-shocking results.

Lume slowly rolled her head over to see that Cora had already succumbed to Steeljaws’ Heavy Ordnance. After the Hellcat unleashed her weapon, the other HAWK fighter overwhelmed the distracted Chroma pinning him. The heavy-duty, air-compressing weapon had struck the weaker areas of the purple eye’s body. The final strike Steeljaws landed was a high-speed jab, shoving the Heavy Ordnance up under Cora’s ribs. The concussive blast liquefied the Chroma’s internal organs, including the heart.

Cora’s mangled body was strewn out in the grass and mud. Steeljaws stood by, drenched in the body fluids of his enemy. At the sight of her fallen comrade, Lume rolled back to look at Zoe, letting out a small chuckle.

“Forgers … Is that what you said?” Lume was beyond saving. She knew that death was right around the corner. There was no need to be afraid; she let the hysteria of failing her golden-eyed superior take over. “Since the Wielders abandoned you all, there was no choice but to adapt! I just can’t believe that you were able to communicate with those forgers in the first place…”

“I’m glad that we got to them first.” Zoe’s malevolent grin showcased her feelings of hatred and the necessity for fulfilling her vendetta. This was one of the monsters directly responsible for the death of her beloved. The mental image of Drew’s dead body getting compacted momentarily flashed through her mind as she gripped the sword’s handle a little tighter. “We needed all of the weapons we could get! Now we have to ability to kill shit like you—!”

BEEP! BEEP!

Zoe was interrupted as a series of chirping sounds came out of her headset’s speaker. The pattern of notes directed that the highest emergency level was acknowledged from the HAWK Headquarters.

“What the hell just happened?!” Zoe roared.

“C’mon, Zoe! Finish that fucker off!” Steeljaws yelled, helping Jim out of the mud and onto his feet. “Word just got passed down from Commander Jones! Something big went down in the southern Nevada region! An energy spike fried every sensor in that area!”

“What the fuck can pump out that much power?”

“We have to return to base now! The entire HAWK is scrambling to intercept the entity that made the power surge!”

• • •

Roughly five hundred yards away from the helicopters was the silhouette of a humanoid balancing on the pointy, stubby top branch of a pine tree. A slight breeze swayed the canopy. The figure was lazily counterbalancing to avoid falling off the rather small perch. The humanoid’s keen interest was piqued as he stared at the clearing where the battle between humans and beasts convened.

The figure poising on the tree began to grind his sharp teeth with frustration.

“Lume … why aren’t you regenerating? What the hell is happening?” the Chroma’s native language was uttered.

Not only had the humans successfully evacuated a witness from the previous assault on the facility, the infamous Hellcat unsheathed a weapon that caused a palpable disturbance in the air. This same armament also made it impossible for Lume to restore her damaged body.

Kayto shuddered uncomfortably, but he made no movement that would suggest he was going to swoop in and save his subordinate.

BRINNNG!

The phone in his pocket began to chirp loudly, notifying the golden eye that another party was trying to reach him. Extracting the electronic device out of the pocket of pants he stole from his last victim, Kayto pushed the button on the touch screen.

“Kayto,” a low voice called over from the other end.

The golden-eyed Chroma stood at attention, awkwardly stiff as a chill ran down his spine. He forgot to check the phone number sequence scrolling across the screen. The voice on the other end of the call belonged to his superior—the only Chroma in existence with two matching golden eyes.

“Noxeus!” Kayto cleared his throat, continuing in the Chroma’s language. “I have updates. The Bifol you gifted to us were able to kill two high-powered weapon users from the Ninth Force! As for the HAWK that are still alive—they have unveiled an unspeakable armament!”

“Forget it, Kayto.” Noxeus shrugged off the news. Apparently cutting down the only humans able to engage the purple-eyed Chroma was a small matter to the headmaster. “Rori has reappeared. She has awakened and fused to her new host. This complicates the plans.”

“Rori?” Kayto quickly realized that the name his superior was insinuating belonged to one of the most dangerous beings that stood against the Chroma horde. She was a Krotoni, a creature that inhabited a human body and manifested abilities in the chosen host. Although aptitudes were diverse, all Krotoni granted their human vessels ample potential to contest a gold-class Chroma.

“Rori … Guardian of the Omnigate … She’s been missing for twenty human years and now she decides to show up? I thought she betrayed her kind when she disappeared!”

“I care not how you do it, just complete your mission and then capture that Krotoni and her host before anyone else does. We cannot allow the other Wielder—Jason—to potentially recruit more allies. Although Rori is assumed to have gone rogue, Jason is in a position where he might disregard her treachery.”

Most notably, Noxeus was a rather quiet leader, but that wasn’t the case a decade ago. Before that, Noxeus was just like every tribe leader, his pride encompassed around the single golden eye in his skull. He was also notorious for running his mouth without ceasing and getting wrapped up in his own image.

Then one day, Noxeus went missing. After a weeklong absence, he returned with two matching golden eyes. From then on, he only spoke when it was absolutely necessary in order to get his point across.

He became a full-time listener. Once he demonstrated his ability to lead, the other tribes of Chroma were emboldened, uniting under his headship. He led his newly allied army with prodigious strategy. The revolution was one day to the next; the Chroma under his command granted him a greater respect once they saw how much their leader had changed. Noxeus brought about a worldwide terror against humanity once the tribes ceased their quarrels and integrated. In the year 2035, the world learned the terror of being hunted. That day became known as The Cataclysm.

“It will be done.” Kayto hung up, slipping the phone back into the pocket of his torn jeans. During the short duration of the phone call, Lume still hadn’t regenerated a new arm. Even if she wasn’t able to regenerate cells to block the excessive bleeding, the internal parts of her body should have been replenishing enough blood to keep Lume alive.

A distinct sound met his ears. It was the high-pitched screech from a length of metal being struck by another piece of metal.

The sound was a voice, speaking a language that no ordinary ear could discern.

The golden-eyed Chroma arrived at the edge of the clearing, keeping himself partially hidden from view. He didn’t want to make his presence known yet.

“If I strain too hard, their sensors will pick up on me … This is a perfect opportunity.” Kayto grinned. Interlocking his fingers and hoisting his hands above his head, he executed one last stretch. Some of his joints popped, jostling back into place. “Time is short. I can’t keep Noxeus waiting, especially when it’s about Rori.”

The Chroma began to chant a series of phrases. The speech sounded like a long line of incomprehensible jargon to the human ear. When the incantation was finished, Kayto’s expression contorted, revealing a menacing grin.

“My dear child—show yourself!”

• • •

The ground shuddered as if the earth’s foundations were fracturing. The epicenter of this sudden earthquake was located directly below where Night Hawk 3, transport for the military-side attachment, was hovering.

Kayto. Lume opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She was simultaneously shackled with excitement. I thought you abandoned me!

Columns of dirt erupted from the ground into the sky. The pillars of loose earth slammed against the aircraft’s body. A low, bone-rattling groan rang out of from the frame.

“Contact! Left, right side!” one of the soldiers shouted, readying his weapon.

The helicopter’s hull was heaved onto its side by one of the pillars. As the aircraft leaned into the ground, the revolving rotor blades sliced into the mud, leaving giant gouges in the earth before splintering into thousands of pieces.

“Night Hawk 3 is hit! Repeat! Night Hawk 3 is hit!” an urgent call came over the radio before the communication channel fell silent.

Night Hawk 3’s pilot was violently smothered as a black appendage broke through the windshield, crushing the entire head of the pilot into dark-red paste.

Lume continued staring at the sky in silence, but this time, she was hushed from the overwhelming fear growing in her.

Zoe “Hellcat” Arsenault threw a glance over her shoulder to look at her wingman assisting Field Officer McBride. She was still standing by the downed purple-eyed Chroma while the chaos unearthed itself and consumed the chopper. Her defense was nonexistent and she was caught out in the open.

There was no time for the finishing move. Zoe pulled out the sword and bolted in the direction of her comrades, who were making a hasty retreat, hopping across the ground that was breaking apart and exploding. It was as if a geyser field suddenly came alive under their feet.

A black, wet appendage four inches in diameter burrowed out of one of the giant holes in the earth, smashing into the body of the helicopter. The men on board Night Hawk 3 were in a panic-fueled frenzy, opening the side doors and shooting at whatever had dug its body out from the depths.

Steeljaws glanced over his shoulder as he assisted Jim across the turbulent ground, spotting his wingman in the distance.

Rushed for time, Zoe committed a mistake. She had come under a spell of tunnel vision, failing to utilize her peripherals. After Night Hawk 3’s fuel lines leaked most of the tank’s contents, a spark ignited the volatile liquid. The dark forest lit up from the blinding explosion. Due to her close proximity to the blast, Zoe was caught up in the powerful shockwave.

The short sword flew out of Zoe’s limp hand as she was thrown against the ground, bouncing twice and rolling to a stop. Her motionless body laid out flat.

“ZOE!” Steeljaws screamed.

All the while, Kayto leaned up against one of the many hundreds of pine trees, eyebrows raised to convey his amusement. The golden-eyed Chroma smirked.

“One down. One to go.”

3.

About half a continent away.

The Fifth Force’s Heavy Ordinance team was finishing up their hunt.

They were tasked with taking out five purple eyes that laid siege on a small, backwater town in the woods. The Chroma’s end goal remained unclear at the moment, but the HAWK intervened before any civilian casualties occurred.

Fifth Force Captain Shawntece Portner called in someone who she had complete confidence in destroying the Chroma while minimalizing human casualties. Had that someone not been available the moment the task was assigned, the Fifth Force may have sustained fatalities and depleted far more resources than necessary. Fortunately, Captain Portner had nothing to worry about. Her men were in good hands—if not the best hands.

The purple eye who led the siege was down on his stomach, reinforced fetters fixing his wrists and ankles together, making escape impossible. He snarled, kicking up dust as he writhed on the ground. The fighting spirit in him couldn’t be broken. He longed to spill more blood.

“If he hadn’t showed up, you all would be dead by now,” the purple eye spoke his native tongue, glancing at the humanoid that was standing off in the distance from the Fifth Force’s elite team.

When he took a step forward, the four other Chroma found it impossible to mask their fear. The humanoid looked like an average human from all matters pertaining to physical appearance. His black, curly hair was fairly short, with a face structure that suggested he was a descendant from the northern countries, except for his dark-toned skin. His eyes were ice blue, thin lips shaped to convey a frown. He exhaled through his nose, taking a long look at the captured Chroma.

“If it wasn’t for your precious Wielder, this would’ve been a lot different,” the Chroma growled. “Isn’t it a bit overkill to send a Wielder all the way out here? Perhaps this means the HAWKs haven’t tapped into the last of their reserves after all.”

“You made a poorly calculated move.” The Wielder’s voice was cold as his eyes as he rebutted in the monster using the Chroma’s language. “For that, I’m going to make an example out of you.”

There was an awkward pause as the Chroma realized that he was understood.

“Oh—I remember you,” the humanoid picked back up in English. “You were the one to lead the counter on our global attack, two years ago! You’re that Wielder named Jason!” The Chroma grinned, brandishing his blood-coated, shark-like teeth.

Used to be. The Wielder hesitated, keeping the comment to himself.

“You mock the HAWK for having limited resources, but you’re experiencing the very same problem. There has to be a reason why you were sent out here.” Jason kept his cool, not allowing his emotions to play into his speech.

“Capturing us was a waste of your time, Jason. We will never say anything.” The Chroma grinned.

Jason waved his hand. “We’re done here.”

“Understood.” One of the members nodded, Heavy Ordnance in hand.

Jason stepped away from the captives, allowing the advancing group to close in and slaughter the captured Chroma. Placing his hand up on smooth chin, Jason began to analyze all of the clues he had collected.

The last five months had an overall five hundred percent increase of Chroma activity around the globe. The recent onslaught is what forced the UN to recruit the help of the different nations’ militaries and law enforcements to support the HAWK.

“Why are they ramping up? The Chroma haven’t made any more strategic moves when they first appeared sixty years ago, so why now? What are they looking for?” Jason rubbed his temples as if a simple massage would bring about the answer he wanted to know for so long.

Not only had the Chroma’s activity spun out of control, their unpredictability factor had also skyrocketed. New Chroma tactics were being used in recent days, and most of them had no effective counterattacks developed.

Jason placed his hand on the nearby trunk of a massive oak tree, softly running his hand down the age-old, weathered bark. The Chroma were gearing up to achieve whatever goal they had in mind. The HAWK had to mobilize to their full combat capability, even though their manpower was slowly growing weaker day by day.

“I can’t take the random attacks at face value,” Jason sighed. “If I do, then I’ll be the one who is thrown off course. Yes, they are making moves; however, it would be a mistake to predict their next attack based on the patterns.”

The shrill screeches nearby alerted Jason that the Chroma were in the process of being disposed. He began to walk back to the gathering area; all the while his boots sank into the muddy ground with each step he took.

“Hey, Jason, they went down pretty easy.” One of the HAWK members ran up to the Wielder with Heavy Ordnance in hand. It was a sort of short-handled hammer with several projections that ran down the hilt. “Nothing like the other purple eyes we dealt with on the previous missions a couple of weeks ago in Brazil.”

“That’s good. Of course, that’s because I softened them up for you guys.” Jason winked.

“You saved our skin, again. You weren’t assigned to the mission, but you still showed to back us up. Thank you.”

Jason switched subjects without acknowledging the appreciation. “How are the people who were under siege by the Chroma?”

“We’re still gathering reports…” The HAWK member paused for a moment, touching the communications device that was in his ear. “…It looks like everyone is okay. Just a lot of scared civilians.”

“I can’t blame them,” Jason lowered his head, eyes searching the ground for something that couldn’t be found. “I can’t imagine how it would feel to be absolutely defenseless against something that sees you as food.” His hand tightened into a fist. “As soon as everyone is accounted for, I want this squadron to return to base and submit our report on this group of Chroma. We need to stay ahead of their game.”

“Understood. I’ll go assist the others.” The HAWK member nodded.

Jason walked by the site where the captured Chroma were slaughtered. He was making his way back to the transport that was heading to the Fifth Force’s base.

“Y-you’re going to l-lose,” a mutter, barely above a whisper, came from one of the Chroma. “No matter h-how many a-allies you get t-together…”

Jason slowly turned, his ice-blue eyes shooting a glare that had the potential to freeze anything in his line of sight.

“I’m sorry?” Jason breathed out what seemed to be poison instead of words. “Did you say something?”

“You might h-have the humans fooled … but as a Wielder … y-your foresight is telling you that this is all for n-nothing! Your side will l-lose!”

“You could say that.” Jason shrugged indifferently. “The future is open…”

The Wielder then turned around and squatted down so that he was inches away from the Chroma’s face. He leaned in to make sure his dying enemy could hear him. A pair of scaled horns began to sprout from the top of Jason’s forehead. The intimidating bone spikes extended out over ten inches in length, the tips curving forward and away from each other. Scales, colored from a light gray to hues of blue and some intermingled black, began to sprout along the sides of his face.

“…But as long as there is one Wielder fighting, there is hope—!”

The Wielder cut himself off in mid-sentence.

Pain shot through Jason’s chest, spreading into his limbs. A cool sensation overtook him by storm.

He wasn’t the only who was experiencing the variation in the atmosphere. There was also a shift in the air, in the light and the darkness.

“W-what is this? What’s happening?!” the Chroma cried out, stricken with fright. After the outburst, Jason stood back up, bringing his boot down with a thunderous boom. The high-powered stomp broke right through the Chroma’s ribs, crushing all of the organs inside of the chest cavity into a black paste.

Jason wiped the corner of his mouth and stared up into the sky, heart racing in his chest. He felt this jolt so many times before, but this particular one was matchless.

This can’t be! This is the Guardian of the Omnigate … Rori!

The sound resonated Jason’s body. Only creatures tuned to that specific wavelength could hear its terrifying volume.

It was the roar of a Krotoni—the great, reptile-like creatures that humans had dubbed as dragons for centuries.

“So she finally came out of hiding?” Standing back up on his feet, Jason threw his arms into the air, scales sprouting all the way down to his hands, covering his arms like sleeves. “No defector would knowingly out themselves out like this! I’ll be damned!”

Unleashing a victorious laugh, Jason spotted the subtle, cyan waves of color shimmering across the night sky like the Aurora Borealis. “Maybe Rori isn’t the traitor the others made her out to be!”
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