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To the encouragers in my life, thank you. 
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Chapter 1
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GENERAL CORVIN REVEALED six hours ago that the Titan colony had been lost. Since then, Luther and I had been working non-stop to prepare the Legion for the Android Moderator’s arrival, careful to not cause a panic. 

Ten minutes ago, Luther collapsed in the corridor. He quickly recovered, using the wall to brace himself. I was under his arm, assisting him to walk as he gave directions. 

“Where are we going?” I asked him.

“This way.” He pointed to his left. We went down a dark tunnel sculpted out of ice. The stone floors were dark brown in color. There was a middle-aged, bearded guard standing near a metal door in front of us. He was holding a rifle and standing at attention.

“Sire?” He leaned forward as we approached, peering along the dimly lit corridor. He seemed confused and worried as his eyes bounced back and forth between us. I got the feeling he knew who I was as he studied my face.

“What happened to him?” he demanded while staring at me.

“Exhaustion,” I replied. 

“The rules state no one is allowed inside the Engineer’s quarters, but...” The sentry paused. He looked away and reconsidered. It seemed his duty collided with rational thought as he lowered his eyebrows. 

“Let her in,” Luther commanded, coming to life before fading again. His head slumped.

“Of course, sire,” the guard replied. He got under Luther’s free arm.

“You haven’t slept in days, sire, no wonder you’re fatigued,” the guard mumbled. We carried him through the door into a circular room. It was a large area, around twenty meters across. I saw my breath cloud up as we entered, it felt colder here than the rest of the Legion. There was a cool blue light on the ceiling that gave the room a soft, calming glow.

Around the outside of the room were curved bookshelves fitted perfectly against the circular walls. The wood smell reminded me of our garage as Luther would often use the machine chisel to carve some of his model trains. 

I gasped as I looked up. The ice ceiling was like a dome, with intricate wavy designs that must have peaked around seven meters tall. It was beautiful. There was a plain, but large wooden bed on the opposite side of the room. Beside it was a chest-high machine; some type of monitoring device. There were dozens of wires and hoses attached to it that were draped loosely about it. A red light on the top flashed as we neared it. 

All at once, I felt Luther’s weight press down on me. What little support his legs provided before seemed to give out completely. 

“Ah-h,” I said, stumbling as the guard helped me stabilize his massive armored frame. I could hear Luther breathing heavily, creating a slight whistling sound as the air rushed through his metallic mask.

We lowered him onto the bed. There were no pillows, no sheets, only a mattress with faded bloodstains on it. I could tell someone had attempted to clean the mattress, but the stains remained. 

I felt the guard looking at me. “Our people are on edge, are they not?” he asked.

“What?” 

“The Legion. I was talking to several guards earlier and they mentioned the Engineer was moving the population below decks,” he said. I remained silent. I didn’t want him to know about the Android Moderator, if word got out it could easily cause a panic. “Any idea why he’s planning to move so many people below?”

“No, I don’t,” I lied.

He chuckled. “You wouldn’t tell me even if you did. I know who you are,” he said plainly.

I nodded. “Oh. You do?” I asked. I was curious because I hadn’t seen him before.

He pointed to a small wooden nightstand on the right side of his bed. There was a faded picture of Luther and I on it. In the photo, Luther had his large, oak-like arms around me. I could barely make out his face in the image because of wear and tear, but I was visible, smiling from ear to ear in my dress white Navy uniform. 

We were standing in front of an Italian restaurant named Russo’s that we frequented. It was tradition for us to go there after I returned from a deployment. This photo was just before we embarked to Titan. 

The photo felt like yesterday in some ways, in others it felt like a lifetime. So many things had happened since I’d been thawed out of cryosleep. I wondered how often he held that photo, looking at me. Perhaps not at all, maybe it was too painful. 

“My name’s Carson, in case you’re wondering. I’m not only the Engineer’s personal sentry, but I’m also trained to deal with his, specific medical needs,” he said, removing Luther’s mask. He was somewhat forceful in its removal, but oddly, his intent seemed genuine and thoughtful, like an old, stubborn doctor that felt his way was best for the patient.

“There,” he said softly, connecting a hose to his neck. Just before doing so, he removed a small cap on the end of the hose. I observed the spiral of flesh in the esophagus. 

Carson pressed a red button on top of the machine as it turned on. It was soothing to hear, it reminded me of Luther’s preference of having the fan on at night. 

He began to remove Luther’s armor. I reached out to help him. “I got it this time, just pay attention. It’s simple, just loosen here... unfasten here... and you’re done,” he grinned, pulling the plated armor off of him piece by piece. The armor appeared sturdy and heavy. It made me wonder how the hell Luther moved so quickly in it.

My eyes widened as the armor came off. Surprisingly, Luther’s body was much the same as I remembered. His grainy, pale skin was covered in scars. There were lines throughout his torso that reminded me of stitching with bits or metallics that sparkled in the dim, cool light. 

Oddly, despite his age, he was slightly more muscled than the last time I saw him, with lines fitting of a Greek statue. He was always naturally blessed with a powerful structure with little investment in the gym, if at all. 

I was never able to see his abdominal muscles completely. Now I could. I imagined the nanobots were the cause of his increased physicality, perhaps making better use of his fat storage or increasing his testosterone levels.

Carson stepped beside the machine and placed the armor on a wooden hanger that protruded from the wall. 

As I watched him sort out the armor on the rack, he reminded me of a grizzlier version of Santa Claus. Despite his thick beard, he couldn’t conceal his full, rosy red cheeks. He had dimples when he smiled and small, soft, blue eyes.

“How long have you been doing this?” I looked around the room. 

He glanced up at the ceiling. “Almost eleven years. Time flies,” he said.

“Tell me about it,” I muttered, grinning. 

“I don’t remember seeing you around the Legion?” I asked.

He narrowed his eyes at me. “And you won’t. My room is not far from here. I’m sworn to stay here for whoever the Legion Commander is. This is a lifelong assignment. Even during the civil war when Vlad turned against the Engineer, I couldn’t leave,” he said.

I cocked my head. “Wait. When Vlad’s siege took place, you were basically waiting around in here for whoever the next commander was?” I asked.

Carson stood up tall. “As I said, the Elders swore me to this duty. I took an oath.”

“But the Elders were murdered,” I said. 

He smiled and leaned toward me. “And if Knight Vlad ever claimed these quarters and left me in charge, let’s just say he wouldn’t wake up his first morning,” he said confidently.

“For the Legion,” I said, clenching my fist at my heart.

He returned the gesture. “For the Legion. Which reminds me... since the Elders’ passing, I’m not sure what they would have thought about your presence in these quarters with the Engineer. But I know what I think... and I’m delighted to have you here,” he grinned.

“Ah. Well. Thank you,” I replied. Despite it being such a simple gesture of approval from a stranger, it made my heart smile to hear his words.

“And before I go, let me ask you something. You’ve noticed I’m not wearing gloves while handling the Engineer?” he posed.

“Uh. Yes,” I replied.

He pointed up. “Be smart. While the doctors have assured me there is no risk to skin on skin contact, I wouldn’t go any further than that. Do you follow what I’m saying?” he scolded me like an adolescent child, narrowing his eyes at me.

“Oh. Right,” I said awkwardly. The tone was such an unexpected deviation in the conversation.

“Sorry to be so frank, but it’s for your own good until we know for sure,” he replied. I didn’t respond, instead, I slowly nodded my head in agreement. It was obviously uncomfortable speaking to him about Luther’s and my intimacy. He turned away from me and took a few steps. Before exiting, he stopped and turned around. 

He held his index finger up as he stared at me. “I’m a quirky man with a modest life. I know that. I’ve always viewed the Engineer as, a king of sorts... my king. Perhaps I’ve read too many stories about King Arthur and his knights of the round table,” he said, chuckling as he interlocked her fingers.  He cleared his throat. “But I want you to know, that I’m honored to see the king’s queen has returned to the castle,” he said. I felt my eyes gloss over as his sincere, yet powerful words overwhelmed me.

“I’ll be outside, if you need me, ma’am,” he said, bowing before he turned his back. I grinned as I watched him leave the room. 

“Thank you,” I said.

Carson closed the steel door, leaving Luther and I alone in the room. The machine next to him began to hum like a window unit air conditioner.  

I stood up and walked near a small rack close to his bed. There were a few garments and capes draped over it. I touched a dark blue shirt, rubbing it with my fingers. The material was cotton and thick. I noticed the edges were frayed and there were a few holes throughout it. 

A large faded paper map of the Legion was plastered across the wall on the left side of the room, held up by small tacks. There were chalk markings all over it with mathematical figures. I observed his plans to extend the Legion’s underground bunker, complete with transportation via railways.

I chuckled, glancing beneath the map. There was an old train model set on the floor in disarray. It was incomplete and badly burned, nearly half of it melted by fire. I wondered if Luther stumbled on it somewhere and brought it back to help him visualize his plans, or perhaps it served as perspective about who he used to be; a broken man derailed by depression. 

I heard Luther grumble and looked over my shoulder noticing him try to get comfortable. I hurried over and sat on the bed beside him. He looked up at me with sleepy eyes. I ran my fingers through his thick gray hair then caressed his face as he smiled. He put his large right hand on my thigh. I smirked, thinking about Carson’s warning.  

“What is it?” he mumbled.

“Nothing. Who have you been working out for all these years?” I joked, looking down at his body. 

He stared at me confused, then glanced down at himself. “Huh?”

“I’m kidding, but you... look great,” I said. 

He raised his eyebrows as I ran my hand down his chest, massaging his dense pecs and shoulders. “How’s that feel?” I asked. I might not be able to treat my king how he deserved, but I wasn’t helpless either.

“In-credible,” he groaned. I imagined I was the last person to do this for him. After several minutes, I worked my way to his thick, long arms. I was careful to work around the metallic bits infused in his skin, cautious not to nick myself. 

“Luther, your back,” I said. He nodded and slowly turned over as I held the hoses and wires away from him. I was reminded of when I would return from a military deployment, he would always give me a full body massage. Now, I would treat him.

He turned over face down and I straddled his lower back, leaning forward atop him. His back always reminded me of a road map with lines and cuts of shredded, thick muscle everywhere. 

There were dozens of small circular scars like stab wounds everywhere. My eyes glossed over as I thought about all the battles he’d fought without me. 

I began to massage his back slowly, working the deep muscle tissue. I could feel knots all up and down him. It felt like bits of gravel grinding flesh and bone. He winced in pain. “Too much?” I asked.

“No, more,” he insisted without hesitation. After an hour, I stopped due to my hands cramping. I didn’t have any strength left.

He rolled over on his side as I nestled close to him, resting my head on his chest. It was comforting and felt like a familiar place, like returning to a childhood safe haven after many years. 

It was something out of a dream brought to life abruptly in flesh and blood. I was intoxicated by his smell and the sound of his breath. I sighed in relief as I captured his warmth in the otherwise cold room. He put his large arm around me, softly caressing my back.

We looked at each other as his eyes closed. His breathing slowed. I held my stare at his face before resting my head back on his chest. I listened to his heart beating. Surprisingly, it throbbed with a strength I didn’t remember. As the cadence slowed, my eyes began to close, but just before they did, I smiled, taking in his scent. I belonged to him again. 

Before I fell asleep, an image of my XU-97 barreling toward Earth entered my mind. The Moderator was coming for us, and until then, none of us could rest easy. 
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Chapter 2
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“FATHER,” A FEMALE VOICE called out.

I rubbed my eyes and looked around the dimly lit room. Luther leaned up in bed beside me. I noticed Neona peeking inside the room. 

“Is there a problem?” Luther asked, removing the breathing apparatus from his mouth. I noticed his voice without his mask. It was deep and throaty, but without the filtered mechanical sound his mask emitted.

She glanced at me before staring at Luther. She cleared her throat. “Um. You ordered Xena to divulge information regarding the XU-97’s capabilities,” she stated.

Luther looked at me. “Those were your orders, yes,” he said.

Neona looked down for a moment. I noticed a faint white glow in her pupils. “That’s not happening.” 

Luther paused and stood up. He quickly threw on a thick cotton shirt, then put on his mask. “Is there a reason why?” he followed up, putting on his armor and cape. I began to get dressed also.

“She’s shut down. I’m not sure if it was intentional or not,” Neona replied. 

“Where is she now?” I asked.

Neona hesitated. “In the interrogation room, near the south entrance,” she answered.

I looked at Luther. “Why is she there?” I mumbled. 

“That’s a good question, Knight Neona,” Luther spoke up as he put his sword on his belt.

“My Lord?” she asked.

“Why was Xena in the interrogation room to begin with?” he asked. Luther and I moved toward the exit together, standing a few paces from Neona. She paused. “Well, the android wasn’t cooperating and—”

Luther passed by her. “Who ordered that?” he interrupted.

Neona stood tall. “I did.” 

Luther shook his head. She looked at the floor as Luther stormed by her. “That android could hold the key to our survival, how dare you make such a hasty decision without my consult! Was the machine a threat to you or any of our people?” he demanded.

“Not that I’m aware of,” she replied. Luther continued down the corridor as I followed. I could barely keep up with his long strides without jogging. I thought to make sure I had my sword. 

Check.

Neona hurried to catch up. “Father, I only made simple inquiries about the ship’s weapons systems. Xena gave me nothing, I was suspicious—”

Luther stopped on a dime. He turned, stabbing his finger at Neona. “Suspicious of what? That android has been nothing but helpful since it arrived, and it saved us more than once,” he said.

“I... I’m not sure. Perhaps I’m paranoid considering Sylass’s betrayal,” she replied. It was odd seeing Neona so unsure of herself. I noticed her small, childlike facial features as she looked away. 

Surprisingly, I noticed her once flawless skin was beginning to show some signs of age. I saw crow’s feet and bags under her eyes that I didn’t remember before. Perhaps it was due to stress and or lack of sleep. 

Luther nodded. “Pray we’re able to boot that android back up and retrieve the intelligence we need, the Legion depends on it,” he replied. Spinning away from her he flipped his cape at her face.

I stepped next to Neona as she stared ahead at Luther. She closed her eyes and bit her lip when I looked at her. “Don’t tell me you have something to add,” she muttered.

I cleared my throat. “No, but I wanted to let you know you shouldn’t worry. It shouldn’t be an issue to boot Xena up. If anything, she’s waiting on me to do it. Xena is loyal to the Legion, but her and I are a team. She likely felt uncomfortable answering questions in that format without my presence. It’ll be fine,” I grinned, placing my hand on her shoulder. 

We walked forward. “And if we can’t boot her back up?” she asked hesitantly.

I tapped my temple with my index finger. “I know pretty much everything Xena does about that ship anyway,” I lied. 

Truth be told, I was lucky if I knew half the statistics Xena did about the XU-97, but I felt there was no need to tax Neona with additional stress. We needed Neona at her best. Luther had an extraordinary amount of pressure on his shoulders, and he reacted as such, but I was trying to keep everyone around him positive. 

Neona sighed loudly. “Whew, that makes me feel... somewhat better,” she said.

“Good,” I said, grinning.

We walked for several moments without a word. Luther was moving so quickly I could barely see him. I chuckled as he disappeared around a bend. “What?” Neona asked.

“I’m not sure why Luther is in such a hurry. I doubt Xena will reboot for anyone but me,” I said.

She smiled. “Probably just blowing off steam and doesn’t want to see me for a while,” she said.

I glanced at her. “He was always good about that. On the rare occasion that we did argue, he would remove himself from the situation until he cooled off. His mother, your grandmother taught him that inadvertently,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “Oh. I’m curious, what kind of woman was she?” Neona asked. She reminded me of a curious little girl momentarily. 

I pushed out my bottom lip. I wasn’t sure if Luther ever mentioned her to Neona. I did a double take at her as we rounded the corner into the metallic bunker portion of the installation. “Luther’s mother was, difficult to say the least. She was physically abusive to Luther... and I suspect she suffered from undiagnosed mental conditions herself.” 

“You mean, she beat him?” Neona asked. 

“I don’t know specifics, but I know Luther lived in fear throughout his childhood. She was a large, powerfully built woman,” I recalled.

“You met her?” she asked.

“Once, only briefly. She was somewhat quiet during our encounter, probing my demeaner for any hints of animosity. I gathered she was curious how much Luther had divulged about her. I had plenty of resentment built up, but I didn’t let her know it. I left her in the dark. It took a lot for me to show restraint, it was everything in my power not to claw her fucking eyes out,” I recalled, curling my fingers.

Neona smiled. “That’s what I would have done.”

“Well maybe if I was your age, I wouldn’t have given it a second thought,” I said. I could feel her staring at me.

As I thought about it more, I wouldn’t have attacked Luther’s mother physically even if I were Neona’s age. Sure, I was angry at her and it would have been satisfying, but she was an older woman when I met her and likely mentally disturbed. 

Instead of clarifying my stance, maybe it was better to find some common ground with Neona and dealing with bottled up aggression seemed like a good start. 
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SEVERAL MINUTES LATER...

Ahead, I saw Luther talking to two Legion guards in all black body armor. He had his arms crossed as he stood in front of a door in the fallout bunker. We were surrounded by light green metal: grated floors, pipes on the ceiling, and thick walls. 

As Neona and I approached Luther, I could hear him. “And how long has the android been inside the interrogation room?” he asked.

The guards looked at one another nervously. “I’m not sure exactly, a couple of hours,” one of them said. 

“Open the door,” Luther commanded. A guard immediately turned and opened the hatch. Luther glanced over his shoulder at us nearing him. He waited a few moments before stepping inside. We followed behind him as one of the guards cleared his throat, staring at Neona as we entered the room.

“Do you have something to say, soldier?” she stopped on a dime parallel to the soldier. She kept her voice down considering Luther was in earshot.

“No, Knight,” he responded, staring straight ahead. She glared at him for a moment before marching inside. 

I walked into the barren, plain metallic room. Xena was seated in the middle, completely still with her head slumped forward. There was a small wooden table in front of her and another chair that was empty on the opposite side of the table. A cord dangled from the ceiling with a single lightbulb. It swayed back and forth, casting a dramatic light on her in the otherwise dimly lit room. 

Xena’s dormant shell was surprising to see. Her usually cool blue eyes were black as night as she slumped lifelessly in the chair. Her arms were pulled behind her. Luther stepped forward, looking her over. 

“And why did you decide to bind the android’s hands?” he asked. He didn’t raise his voice, but his monotone frightened me, as if there was a severe penalty for the wrong answer. 

Neona stood beside me. I shifted my eyes toward her without moving my head. She gulped and took in a great breath. “It was just... precautionary,” she replied. 

Luther glanced over his shoulder at the guards staring through the door. “Give Knight Neona the keys to the android’s handcuffs. Then, leave us,” he commanded. One of the guards entered the room and placed the keys in Neona’s hand as she stared through him. He was careful not to look Neona in the eyes as he kept his head down. He turned away from us and sealed us inside.

“Unbind your prisoner, Knight Neona,” Luther ordered. 

“She’s not my prisoner. Again, it was simply a precaution—”

Luther’s head whipped toward her, cutting her off.

She pulled her long black overcoat forward and stood tall. She lifted her chin and cleared her throat as she walked behind Xena. She glanced at me before kneeling. I heard two clicks as the latch released, then a clack as the large, reinforced handcuffs dropped onto the metal floor. 

“There,” she said, standing up. 

Luther seemed to be collecting his thoughts for a few moments. He turned to the side so that both Neona and I could see his face. I noticed him glance up at the ceiling. “This was supposed to be a simple, yet important task—retrieve intelligence from Xena regarding the XU-97 capabilities so that we may prepare a defensive strategy. After the android refused to answer, you decided to press it for information here? This is where we interrogate prisoners, Neona. Considering the importance of this intelligence, any deviation, any oddity displayed by the machine not to divulge this information should have been forwarded to me immediately. Instead, you took matters into your own hands without knowing how the android would react. Well, we know now, don’t we?” he explained, glancing at Xena as she sat there powered down.

Neona let out a long sigh. Luther slowly approached her. He stopped two paces in front of her and stared at her without a word.

She nodded slowly and paused for several moments. “My mind has been foggy, racing with these... thoughts,” she said.

“What thoughts?” Luther asked, softening his tone. There was a moment where I could see his transition from the commander of the knight order to a concerned father.

“The Architect. The things she showed me while I was under her control. The old world. Isn’t it possible that rebounding humanity will result in nothing but death and misery anyway? Isn’t this just a vicious cycle? The future generations won’t appreciate our sacrifice. They didn’t appreciate or learn much from the horrors in their own history. They’ll be quick to rebuild their civilization without a care, and then what?” she asked, looking at the floor. Luther glanced at me as I stared at Neona with wide eyes. 

Luther walked by Neona and paced around the room. He held up his index finger.  “I knew the Architect before the Mave came into power. And I can tell you, despite her eventual rise to power, she was weak. I saw fear in her eyes. Fear of loss. She was so traumatized and afraid of experiencing another tragedy in her life, that she took matters into her own hands,” he said, stopping next to me. He looked at me for a moment. 

“You’re saying there’s no truth whatsoever to what the Architect showed me about the people of your time?” Neona spoke up. 

“Let’s get something straight. My time is now, not then. My wife, and my family were born to stop extremists like the Architect. Whatever life I had then, served as a vessel to the present. The Mave nanobots that run through your veins, also run through mine. I too, witnessed the same imagery of misery and death as the Architect attempted to use to break me. I endured it for nearly two decades. The nuclear fires, mothers smothering their children by the thousands because they didn’t want them to die slowly by radiation poisoning. It only subsided when I drove my sword through her skull. But I knew all along this imagery and extremism was only a rationalization for her own fragility,” he said.

Neona gulped. She shook her head. “How could you... endure that for so many years?”

Luther walked to the opposite side of the room. He faced the wall. “On the way, I overheard you two speak of my mother,” he said, looking at the floor.

“The truth is, my mother reminded me of the Architect in many ways. She wasn’t as intelligent or cunning, but they both were unable to face their own demons. Instead, they lashed out, rationalizing with convenient half-truths. My mother built a wall of lies around our household. Constructing a narrative that I was a hell spawn descended directly from my father. The reality? She hated my father because he left her. Her narcissistic, erratic, and unaccountable behavior pushed him away. She never moved on from it, spiraling into an abyss of anger. The Architect was unable to recover from the death of her son. Instead of grieving and moving forward with her life, she needed someone to blame, initiating a campaign against all of humanity,” he explained. He paused for a moment, meeting eyes with both of us. “I saw from an early age how dangerous the construction of false narratives could be. It allowed me to not only resist the Architect, but to see completely through her,” he said softly, approaching Neona. He put his hands on her shoulders. 

“Have you grieved for the man you loved?” he asked, lowering his voice.

Her eyes widened as she looked up at him. She glanced down at the floor. “Yes, Father, when he was infected by the Mave,” she said.

Luther nodded. “I admired how well you took his loss. Until one day, a doctor came to my quarters and told me you had been pressing him for information about the Mave virus. Do you remember doing this?” he asked.

She looked away from him. “Vaguely,” she said.

“The doctor told me that you wanted to know what would happen if we destroyed the Architect. If it were possible that everyone infected would return to normal if she was killed. He explained that he had no idea, but that it was unlikely. Do you recall the conversation better now?” Luther asked.

Her eyes glossed over. “Yes.”

“Is it possible you’ve been holding on to hope during our campaign against the Architect? That one day your love might recover?” he asked. 

Neona stepped toward Luther. She clenched her fist. “I wanted to put him out of his misery! I didn’t want him to be one of those, creatures, walking around like that, drooling, scampering around like an animal!” 

“But now that we’ve destroyed the Mave, the realization and the pain of loss has resurfaced. I see it in you, now. No one can blame you for those feelings of sorrow, but we must be honest with ourselves,” Luther said. Neona bit her lip and panted heavily as she looked through Luther. Tears began to trickle down her face, dotting the floor. 

I stepped near her, outstretching my arm. “Neona—” 

“No!” she said, jerking away. “Don’t,” she said, stabbing her finger at me as she stormed toward the door. She knocked loudly twice, wiping her eyes. She pulled her coat down. The door opened and she marched through, stopping beside the guards. “Don’t look at me. Pay attention to your surroundings!” she ordered.

One of the guards peeked around through the open door. I could hear Neona’s boots clacking against the metal floor as she marched away. “Yes, close it,” Luther ordered. 

Luther looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “I had my suspicions that she was holding on to hope, but only now were they confirmed.”

I took a step toward Luther. “I don’t even know how I would handle that situation. If I knew you were one of those creatures, it’s possible I might hold on to hope that you might recover too, no matter how outlandish or low percentage it seemed. The doctor didn’t tell her it was impossible that the Mave virus would reverse, just like the Titans never told me it wasn’t impossible for you to be alive after all these years. When you love someone, all you need is a glimmer of hope,” I said.

I jumped back as Xena shot up out of her chair, standing tall. She knocked over the table in front of her as her eyes glowed blue. “Sorry to interrupt, Captain,” she said casually.

“Um. Okay, why the dramatic entrance?” I asked, noticing my hand on my sword. I glanced at Luther as he stood in front of her with his arms crossed.

“I was in low power mode. I heard some of your conversation, but I couldn’t respond until now. When Knight Neona questioned me, I noticed a strange signal from Titan. It was supposedly from a group of survivors that were trapped underground. The message stated that there were twenty-six miners underground when the colony was attacked. They had survived and managed to beam a distress signal toward us,” she replied.

I narrowed my eyes at her. Luther glanced at me and shook his head. “We don’t have the means to aid them, Xena, it’s all we can do to help ourselves at this point,” I said.

Xena bent over and picked up the table. I heard her mechanical joints whine as she lifted it, placing it back where it was. “Captain, I’m not suggesting we mount any sort of rescue mission, what I’m telling you is the message wasn’t from the miners. The Moderator fabricated it. It wants me to respond to reveal our location,” Xena said.

“But doesn’t the Moderator already know our coordinates? If it has access to Titan’s data, then it knows where we are,” I asked.

“I would estimate that the Moderator is prying to see if we’ve acquired any aircraft that would threaten its assault on the Legion,” she said. I sighed as I thought about General Corvin for some reason. I imagined him drifting around in an escape pod in cryosleep. I never liked the guy, but he didn’t deserve that. He understood his chance of recovery was slim to none.

“Captain, I must also inform you that XU-97’s voyage here is different to our trip here with Colonel Drake,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

“The Moderator doesn’t have to worry about conserving fuel for the trip back. It’s burning through fuel at an extremely high rate. We have less than two weeks to prepare,” Xena replied.

“Exactly how much time?” Luther demanded. 

“The saving grace is Titan’s orbit isn’t completely ideal for a voyage to Earth. However, considering the rate of speed the XU-97 is traveling, we’re looking at arrival in ten days, minimum,” she explained. 

Luther slowly turned away from us. “Ten days,” he whispered, staring at the wall.

“When I retrieved the distress message, I was able to take a snapshot of the Moderator’s location, but I would estimate it was able to take a snapshot of mine as well. Since then, I have made it impossible for the Moderator to collect data on us,” Xena said. 

Luther whipped around. “That’s not what I want you to do,” he said. 

Xena’s eyes shifted toward me. “Excuse me, Engineer?”  Xena asked.

“Listen to me, I want it to appear that you’re concealing your location, but actually give the Moderator a breadcrumb trail of where you are. Is this possible?” he asked.

“Uh, yes actually. I can make it seem as if I’m gathering intelligence about the XU-97’s location, this could reveal our location periodically,” she replied.

“Good. When it arrives, our people will be as far away from you as possible,” he said. 

“Understood,” she said without hesitation. 

I showed Luther my palms. “Hold on. We’re going to use Xena as bait?” It wasn’t a terrible idea, but I wasn’t a fan of throwing Xena to the wolves either.

Luther nodded his head. “Xena has proven herself to be a steward for humanity, what better way to showcase her loyalty than to spare thousands of human lives? We’re going to recover that anti-aircraft gun the nomads mentioned, and when the Moderator returns, Xena will be awaiting to give it the homecoming it deserves—by blasting it out of the damn sky,” Luther said.

“Brilliant strategy, actually,” Xena said, glancing at me. “Wouldn’t you agree, Captain?” she asked. I ignored her, staring at Luther. 
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Chapter 4
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THE NEXT MORNING...

There were two knocks at my barracks door. “Who is it?” I asked.

“Leo... can I come in?” he asked.

I had no idea what time it was. “Yeah,” I said, pulling my blanket up over my chest. 

“Hey,” he said, shutting the door behind him. 

“You’re going with us I presume?” I asked. Last night after Luther made the decision that we would use Xena as bait against the Moderator, I filled Leo in on the details.

“Of course. Corporal Dinu told me after we spoke that I was leaving on the mission at first light,” he said.

I looked at him. “But it’s not even close to first light, is it?”

He looked back toward the door. “Ah, no, it’s a couple hours away,” he said.

“Thought so,” I replied and yawned. “So, what’s going on? Why are we up so early?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said.

“Oh, great. So, you decided to wake me up. You know I’ll be driving the Mauler, right? Don’t get upset with me when I smash into a tree because of sleep deprivation,” I grinned.

“Wouldn’t be the first time you’ve smashed into something with that thing,” he smiled.

“That’s true, but the last time, I was outrunning an avalanche,” I recalled.

Leo panned around. “Well, the reason I woke you up, it’s personal, and I need advice,” he said.

“Oh?” This wasn’t what I expected. Leo hadn’t sought me out for personal advice often, and the fact that it was so early in the morning worried me. We always had a strong rapport, so I wanted to do my best to help him.

“I’ve met someone... in the colony,” he said. He reminded me of a teenage boy momentarily as he slumped his head.

I perked up. “Well, that’s great news,” I said. 

“I’m not so sure it is. You see, I’ve never had someone to speak of. The knight order has always occupied my time, and, well, the timing is terrible considering the ordeal with the Moderator,” he said.

“Leo, since when has the timing ever been ideal for a relationship here?” I asked.

He nodded, looking at me out of the corner of his eyes. “Fair point. And you would know. We’ve only been seeing each other for a short time, but I fear for her. She, like many others, are speculating as to why we’re considering moving them below decks—”

I stood up with the blanket around me. “Please tell me you haven’t said anything to her about the Moderator,” I said, holding my breath.

“No. Of course not,” he replied. 

I closed my eyes for a moment. “Whew, okay great, then what’s the problem?” I asked.

He sighed, glancing up at the ceiling. “She was assaulted by a group in the colony,” he said.

“Sexually?” I asked.

“No. They knew she was close to me and pressed her for information about why the Engineer was moving everyone below decks. She says they intimidated and threatened her, which caused her to attack first. She smacked one of them in the face. In retaliation, one of them punched her in the nose and bloodied it,” he said. I noticed his nostrils flare as he lost himself thinking about it.

“We should report them immediately,” I said. 

“No. If I report it, they will call on witnesses. Claire says at least a few people saw the incident, and they will back up their story that she attacked first. I don’t want to leave her here in fear, we could be gone for days. I’m asking you to come with me,” he said.

“And do what exactly?” I asked. 

“Confront them, and keep me from losing control,” he replied.

I nodded. “I see. Claire is her name?”

“Yeah. And that’s the other thing. When you see her, she’s very petite, they used their size and numbers to bully her,” Leo said.

“Who are they? How many are we talking?” I asked. I wasn’t keen on playing heroine this morning, but Leo needed me. He chose to confide in me.

“Around seven. They call themselves the Sons of the Legion. They keep to themselves mostly. I don’t know much about their political views. Usually, they keep their noses clean other than this incident. They’re around the docks at this hour. I understand if you can’t help me but—”

“Give me a moment to get dressed, if we’re going to do this... we need to hurry,” I said without hesitation. This wasn’t by the book, but I still felt like it was the right thing to do. Just as Leo was shutting the door, he stopped. “I appreciate this,” he said. 

I stared at him. “No problem. Leo...  but I’ll need your sword,” I said. 

He hesitated, looking down at his weapon. He walked toward me and placed it on the bed. “Good idea,” he said. 

“We don’t want things to get too heated,” I said.

***
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LEO AND I STOPPED JUST before entering the docking area. There was a light blue fog that obscured the area ahead. 

Leo peeked around the wall to get a view inside. There were several groups of people huddled together. One of the groups comprised of five praying women holding hands and standing in a circle. 

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Leo arched an eyebrow. “I’m trying to spot the perpetrators. Many of the people you see here are waiting for an announcement about the rumors. This is typically where the Engineer conducts his business with the population,” he said. 

I had a flashback of the day Luther executed a man and his wife for stealing food weeks ago. I was standing in almost the exact same spot as I was when it happened. I remembered Neona staring at me as their lifeless corpses plopped on the ground. I recalled Luther walking away casually as a chill went up my spine. 

“There,” Leo whispered. I snapped out of it and followed Leo’s eyes to the top of the docks. There were seven men standing together in matching brown overcoats. Three of them were leaning against the handrails while a redheaded man about forty-years-old paced back and forth. He was a tall, husky man and rubbed his hands together as he spoke to the group. 

They were a grizzled, rough-looking bunch all with long hair with scraggly beards, and their ages ranged from about thirty to fifty. 

Leo looked back at me. I could see rage settling in his hazel eyes as he blinked quickly. I gathered he was trying to calm himself. “I’ll do the talking, just back me up,” he said.

“Hey. Are you okay? I don’t mind taking the lead. We’re just sending them the message, right? To stay away from her?” I asked.

“Exactly, but it needs to come from me. Let’s go,” he said, walking out into the docks. A young boy of Asian ethnicity came running over to us. “Look! The Legion knights, the Engineer must be on his way!” he yelled. His voice echoed off the concrete walls as he walked beside us.

Leo put up his hands. “The Engineer has made no plans for an announcement today,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear. I noticed the group of men on the dock. They met eyes with one another as we approached them, standing up tall. 

The man with the auburn hair stood in front of them. He looked down on us, tilting his head as we stopped a few paces beneath the docks. Leo glared up at him as the room went silent. You could cut the tension with a knife. All eyes were on Leo as he nodded toward the tunnel. “May we have a word? Knight business,” he said.

Their leader grinned, looking over his shoulder at his associates as they stared at us without emotion. It seemed to me these men were trained not to give away much by their body language. Now that I was closer, I got the sense they were more of an organized group, and there was a sense of professionalism that contrasted their meager, unkempt appearances. Perhaps that was part of an act.

Their leader turned back toward Leo, outstretching his arms. “Well now, who are we to refuse a knight’s order?” he said with a slight Russian accent. His voice was very deep and powerful.

“Speaking of which, what is your name?” Leo asked the auburn-headed man. 

“Cornelis,” he answered plainly, crossing his arms in front of him.

Leo nodded, staring through them with vacant eyes. In the frigid air, I could see his breath. As it exhaled from his nose, I imagined him as a dragon preparing for an attack. While he was calm and focused, he was prepared to spew fire onto his foes. “Let’s take a walk, and speak in private,” he ordered. 

“Your wish... is my command,” Cornelis replied. I noticed Leo glance at my belt. He was staring at my sword a little too closely. I put my hand over it, and I made sure he saw me do it. He quickly looked away.

“Leo,” I said. He ignored me, marching up the steps to the dock. 

The men sat down on the dock before jumping onto the tracks. Leo and I did the same, following the men about sixty paces behind, out of earshot from the citizens around the dock. Leo walked ahead of me by about four paces. The men casually strolled along, one of them mumbled something as the others snickered. 

I was surprised. Leo was known as a cunning warrior, a deadly swordsman, yet these men seemed to navigate ahead with little concern. I wondered if it was because they understood Leo was a man of honor, thereby securing their safety. I didn’t share their confidence in Leo’s restraint. In that moment, I felt I was their best chance of survival and they had no idea what they might be up against.

“That’s far enough,” Leo said, halting them. They turned around. Cornelis propped his foot up on the train track, tapping it. He leaned forward on his knee, looking around.

“So, how can the Sons of the Legion be of service to you, knight?” he asked.

Leo narrowed his eyes at Cornelis. “You know damn well why I’m here,” he said.

Cornelis sighed. He stepped off the tracks and stood up tall. “I had no idea that was your woman.” He sniffed, wiping his nose. Cornelis met eyes with his men briefly.

“Then how did you know to interrogate her for information?” Leo questioned.

Cornelis shrugged. “We were following up a rumor that she was affiliated with the knights. We had no idea she was linked to you specifically,” he said.

“So, you surrounded, intimidated, and punched a woman who was half your size in the face because she was affiliated with the knights?” Leo demanded, raising his voice. 

“Leo,” I whispered. He held his stare at Cornelis. He glanced away briefly at my voice.

“Before we surrounded her, we simply asked her questions about the Engineer’s motives for moving the population below decks. That move is alarming to many people, they are afraid. The Sons of Legion take these matters very seriously,” he said.

“And I take an assault on that woman very serious as well!” Leo roared. He stepped forward, stabbing his finger at Cornelis. My eyes widened as did Cornelis’s. 

“She hurled threats at us. She told us that she didn’t have to answer our questions, that the knights would kill us if we so much as looked at her sideways,” Cornelis said. Leo and I met eyes briefly.

Cornelis pointed to his cheek. “She smacked me across the face... and, I reacted. I was wrong by striking her back, and, I apologized,” he said, outstretching his arms. 

Leo lunged forward and punched Cornelis in the jaw, forcing him to stumble and kneel. “Don’t go near her or anyone else with your questions! It’s not your place!” Leo shouted. His voice echoed down the tunnel. 

I put my hand on my sword, waiting for his comrades to retaliate, but, they didn’t. Cornelis looked up at them and shook his head. He opened and closed his mouth, flexing his jaw. “I’m fine,” he muttered.

Leo turned and stormed away with me in tow. I sighed in relief. 

“Leonidas,” Cornelis erupted. Leo stopped in his tracks. 

I ushered him away from them. “You’ve already made your point, let’s go,” I said. 

Leo turned around and faced Cornelis. We were about twenty paces from him. “What?” Leo asked.

“We, the Sons of the Legion were the Elders’ agents before they were murdered by Vlad. We were their eyes and ears. We did our best to assist them, and until the knights honor their legacy and vision by reinstating our true leader, we are lost,” he said.

“Your true leader?” Leo asked.

“We honor you, Leonidas, and we wait for you to take command, that was the Elder’s last wish. To lead us,” he said.

Leo chuckled. He took a few steps toward Cornelis. “The Engineer is in command.”

Cornelis shook his head. “The Elders made their choice, and we do not recognize the Engineer as our leader, not anymore.”

“Well I do, and if you truly consider me as your leader, I command you to accept the Engineer. We need unity, not division, and I willfully turned over my chance to lead for the betterment of all our people,” Leo said. 

Cornelis shook his head. “Young leaders sometimes make foolish decisions.”

“As do the people that follow them. Keep this in mind, I will never lead the Legion, so whatever ambitions you had for me will never see the light of day. I have my role, and I suggest you find one for yourselves that’s part of the solution, not the problem,” Leo said, turning away from them.

We marched to the docks and walked back toward the barracks. Leo seemed to be deep in thought. I found it odd the Sons of the Legion didn’t consider me a threat to their plans to propel Leo into leadership. Perhaps they didn’t recognize me.

Leo looked at me. “That could have gone better,” he said.

“Or much worse,” I replied.

“I will have a talk with Claire. I’ll need to get to the truth. Her comments about the knights killing the Sons of the Legion were inflammatory. She didn’t deserve to be assaulted, but she didn’t help matters either by attacking him first,” he said. 

“Agreed. If Cornelis was telling the truth, she could use a lecture on how not to provoke people like that,” I said. 

Leo nodded. “She’s only twenty,” he said. 

I grinned. “Twenty? Several years difference between the two of you then.” 

He looked at me for a moment. “Isn’t the Engineer several years older than you?” he asked.

“Yes. He was. Now he’s much older considering he was unfrozen from cryosleep first,” I said.

He grinned as we headed back up the docks. “I appreciate you coming with me.”

I looked at him for a moment as we walked side by side. I could tell he was genuinely grateful as he stared into my eyes. “Absolutely,” I replied. 

He stared forward as we marched past the crowd on the docks. “Before I left this morning to confront them, I knew you would help ground me. It wasn’t so much anything you could say or do, it was your presence. It’s who you are, and I knew you would understand sticking up for the one you love,” he said.

“What gave that away? Was it traveling all the way across the solar system when I had no idea if Luther was even alive, or fighting hordes of cybernetic zombies?” I asked, grinning.

“A little of both,” he replied, smiling. 

“I noticed the Sons of the Legion seemed adamant about you taking over as commander from Luther,” I said. I wanted to gauge his reaction. 

He glanced at me. “And they’re not the only ones,” he said. 

“Oh? Who else?” I asked.

“I’m approached from time to time by the general population. I would say the majority support the Engineer until he chooses to step down, but it’s obvious many people see me as the next logical step,” he said.

“And you don’t feel any pull towards this leadership role?” I asked.

“I feel more confident that I could lead, and I do feel it’s part of who I am, but it feels wrong for some reason. I’m not sure how to describe it,” he said.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “You’ll know when it’s the right time to step forward Leo, we all will,” I said. I didn’t want to imagine the day Luther had to give up his command. It was likely the knights wouldn’t want him to step down. The only other alternative was his... death. Leo stopped and looked both ways. “Victoria, thanks. I appreciate your words, but if I could ask one more favor.”

“Go on,” I said.

“If you would. I would like it if the Engineer didn’t know about what happened with Claire until we get back,” he said, lowering his voice.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Let’s worry about that after we deal with the Moderator. Deal? We have a super soldier android piloting the deadliest spacecraft I’ve ever flown, barreling towards Earth as we speak, and it aims to destroy us all. That takes precedence if you ask me,” I said.

“Agreed,” he said.
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Chapter 5
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A FEW HOURS LATER...

“Wait here,” Luther said. I parked the Mauler about two hundred paces from the entrance of the Nomad cave. I overlooked the mountaintop view at the overcast sky. I glanced in my rearview mirror. Luther had decided to bring less firepower this time around, opting to leave Corporal Dinu and his soldiers behind.

“Let’s go over the plan,” Luther said.

Luther met eyes with Leo and I before turning around in his seat and staring at Neona and Xena. He paused for several seconds. “Remember to keep quiet about what you know about the Moderator. As far as the nomads know, we’re here to renegotiate a deal with General Haik regarding the vehicle convoy to our north. I want him to think our interests are seizing the solar panels from those vehicles and stopping the threat they pose before they continue south into our region,” he said.

“How are we going to conceal our interest in the anti-aircraft vehicle without coming off as suspicious? There’s never been a threat from the sky,” Leo asked.

“I’ll handle that part,” Luther replied. 

“Sire, may I speak freely?” Neona asked.

“Yes.”

“I’ve thought about this on the way here. Why aren’t we sharing our information about the Moderator’s intent? We’re not the only ones at risk here,” Neona spoke up.

“I realize that, Knight. I wish it were that simple, but we’re dealing with a leader who’s extremely unpredictable. This is the same man that blew up the android warship knowing innocents were inside it. I don’t want to give a man like that any reason to think he needs to be in control of this situation. There’s too much on the line,” he said.

Neona nodded slowly, staring a thousand miles away. 

“Speak of the devil, I bet that’s him,” Leo said, peering ahead. Three men were now standing outside of the cave. They were obscured by large snow flurries that slowly drifted to the ground. 

I looked back at Xena. “What about her? The nomads weren’t exactly thrilled about our decision to keep Xena around,” I whispered, holding my stare as General Haik came into view. 

Luther looked at me. “Xena stays inside the vehicle at all times. She’s none of their business. All General Haik needs to know is we’re willing to cooperate if he holds up his end of the bargain,” he replied.

“Xena,” I said. 

“Yes, Captain,” she replied, looking at me in the rearview mirror. 

“Don’t leave this vehicle unless told otherwise. General Haik is still a bit wary of androids,” I ordered.

“That makes two of us,” Xena said. She looked out of her window, staring into the clouds as if the Moderator could appear at any moment. Her gaze gave me an eerie, unsettling feeling.

Luther grabbed his door handle. “Leo, you’re with me. Everyone else, stay put,” he ordered, opening his door. Neona’s eyes widened, she seemed surprised by Luther’s decision to leave her behind.

Just as they got out, he dipped his head back in and looked at me. “It’s unlikely, but if anything unexpected goes down, General Haik is your main target. Run him over first,” he said, shutting the door. 

I gulped as Luther and Leo plopped down in the snow. They walked a few paces and stopped in front of the nomads. General Haik stood in front of Roman and Kodiak. I cracked my door so that I could listen. 

I noticed Kodiak shift his eyes into the trees above the cave. There were two hooded snipers peeking around a large pine tree, one on each side. They weren’t pointing their guns in our direction, but their demeanor seemed suspicious. 

“Captain, to your east there are a pair of snipers,” Xena said.

“I see them, if they aim their weapons in our direction, jump up on the turret and point it at them. If they fire at any of us, kill them,” I said.

“Understood,” she replied.

“The nomads aren’t going to do shit. They need us to go after that vehicle convoy,” Neona said. 

Haik crossed his arms in front of him. He looked at the Mauler then held his stare at Luther. He grinned. “Well, well, if it isn’t the Engineer. When our scouts saw your vehicle approaching, I thought they had been mistaken,” he said.

Luther nodded. “I’ve had a change of heart,” he replied.

Haik looked at Leo. “Is that right? About what exactly?” he asked.  

“We want to stop that convoy, and the Legion could use those solar panels,” Luther replied.

Haik chuckled. “The last time we spoke about this I offered you half the solar panels in exchange for your cooperation. You showed absolutely no interest in them, why the sudden change?” Haik questioned.

Luther stepped forward. “I’ve had time to clear my mind since then. I want to renegotiate. You mentioned last time one of the vehicles possessed an anti-aircraft weapon?” he asked.

Haik tucked his hand under his chin. “Yes... But why is that a concern for you? Is the Legion expecting the Architect to return from the dead like a winged archangel?” Haik asked. Kodiak smiled, showing his blackened teeth. He coughed and spat up black and green phlegm on the white ground. 

Luther looked away before staring at Haik. “My men tell me with a lot of work, we can retrofit the anti-aircraft gun into a defensive weapon, depending on the type of ammo it uses.”

“It doesn’t use ammunition, it’s a laser weapon, three or four petawatt if I had to guess,” Kodiak spoke up. 

“Do you know if it’s functional?” Leo asked.

“No idea,” Kodiak replied. 

“Well, in that case we might not even be able to use it,” Luther said, dismissing its importance. “In order to sweeten the deal, I’ll take half of the solar panels like you originally offered, along with the anti-aircraft gun in exchange for assisting you to stop the convoy,” Luther said. 

Haik turned toward Kodiak. He shook his head slowly. Haik smiled. “Engineer, considering we’re contributing more men and resources to this mission, we’ll give you two solar panels, not three, and to compensate you can have the anti-aircraft gun. We both know you’ll find some use out of it,” he offered. Luther nodded and crossed his arms. 

“Agreed?” Haik asked.

“Agreed,” Luther replied. Haik outstretched his hand toward Luther, and they shook hands. They held the handshake for a few moments as Leo and Kodiak stared each other down. 

Haik pulled away. He sized up the Mauler. “Stopping the raider convoy will not improve our quality of life by providing us with electricity, but it will stop a threat we’ve been worried about for some time. With our manpower and your vehicle, we shouldn’t have a problem stopping them,” he said, looking up at the statue of the Warden. “In addition, he would be proud to see us working together, wouldn’t he?” Haik asked, gesturing toward the Warden with his hand.

“That he would. Do we know where the convoy is presently?” Luther asked.

Haik pushed out his bottom lip. “Are you in a hurry, Engineer?” 

Luther paused. “As a General, you understand how the absence of leadership can be a dangerous thing. I must return to my people, sooner rather than later,” Luther said. 

Haik nodded, turning his head away from Luther as he held his stare at him. “Ah yes, of course, your people. Come inside and let us speak of strategy, and perhaps a toast to our new alliance,” he said.

Kodiak shifted his head away from the knights but continued to watch them. At one point, his glowing red eyes peered past him, looking directly at me. I turned away for a moment, attempting to appear as calm as possible. 

Luther looked over his shoulder and waved us toward him. “Xena. Stay put please. We’ll be right back,” I ordered.

“Understood, Captain,” she replied. 

We followed the three nomads inside the cave to a small room. There was a wooden desk against the back wall. Behind it was a large map spread across the wall. We funneled inside and stood where we could as General Haik walked in front of the map. 

“Apologies, this isn’t the ideal area for a war room,” Roman said politely. I remembered him from the first time we came to their colony. He was surprisingly polite, but I also knew he was not one to cross. I recalled him ordering his snipers to kill the man that groped me without batting an eye. 

A thought crossed my mind about Roman. He was a raider himself, a pillager. For the most part, I got the feeling that he overcame his sins and forgave himself. But I wondered if deep down he was overzealous to right any wrongs he could, to compensate for his past.

Haik cleared his throat and took off the tiger fur on his head. His dark hair was thinning on top. He pointed at the map. “This map represents our region. We are here,” he said, pointing to a dot on the middle of the map. 

He looked at Luther then pointed to a spot on the map indicted by a symbol of a sword. “And for an additional point of reference, here you are... this is the Legion,” he said.

Haik looked up to the North toward a large circle. “This is the area where the raiders patrol. We have scouts that report back to us on their movement. Only weeks ago, the circle was here,” he said, gesturing further to the north. 

“The most recent reports indicate their patrols moving about five kilometers south every week, but as you can see it’s clear they’re heading directly at us,” Kodiak said. 

“What’s your plan?” Luther asked, crossing his arms.

Haik grinned. “Straight to the point. Yes, well, we’ve been devising a strategy without considering your involvement in this operation. We didn’t expect you.”

“Let’s hear it anyway,” Luther said. 

Haik pointed to the north. “If you will take note of the valley—here. Currently, it’s a few kilometers from their patrol zone. Our plan is to set up an ambush there. We bait the raiders to this narrow pass. We have hundreds of rounds of armor piercing ammunition and dozens of snipers, along with heavy gunners. We set our shooters on each mountain here and here,” Haik explained, pointing to both mountains on the map.

“What’s the bait?” Leo asked. 

Kodiak shifted his eyes at Roman. No one said a word for a few moments. Haik chuckled. “The biggest obstacle we foresaw was getting the raiders to chase us,” he said.

“Why?” Neona asked.

“To be frank, the vehicles we have aren’t exactly an enticing prize, they’re old and run down. Not only that, they’re extremely slow. We’d likely be chased down and destroyed before we could even reach the ambush point,” Haik said.

Luther held up his index. “Ahh. But what if you did have something enticing for the raiders to chase?” 

“Precisely the reason your vehicle would be more beneficial with this strategy. It’s impressive and menacing in appearance, but let me ask, is it agile? Intelligence reports indicate the raiders have an assortment of high horsepower vehicles,” Roman explained.

“It’s plenty quick, and I have serious doubts they’ll be able to keep pace with us in the snow drifts unless they have tank tracks,” I spoke up.

“The anti-aircraft vehicle does, but it’s the slowest of the bunch,” Kodiak said.

Leo put up his hand. “Let me understand this. You want us to bait the raider convoy to the mountain pass and your shooters will disable their convoy?”

“Yes, and we also will place explosives along the path to assist us if any of them get through—”

“Wait. Explosives?” Luther asked.

“Yes.”

Luther shook his head. “What’s your fascination with blowing things up, General? Won’t this destroy the solar panels?” 

Haik closed his eyes for a moment. “It’s not a fascination, Engineer. It’s possible we won’t need the explosives; they’re our backup. The raider convoy likely won’t make it past our shooters, but if they do, we’ll be ready. Our main concern is eliminating the threat, and even if the vehicles are partially destroyed, we’ll be able to piece together the panels and make use of them,” Haik explained.

Roman cleared his throat. “The energy displaced from the explosives will do the most damage to the undercarriages of their vehicles anyway. The solar panels are on the roofs, shielding them. We will have a fire crew on station, just in case,” Roman added.

Luther sighed. Unlike the nomads, our chief concern was the anti-aircraft gun vehicle. We needed to get it back to the Legion promptly, and in working order. Our chances of stopping the Moderator dropped dramatically if we were forced to tow a crippled vehicle back to the Legion.

Luther tapped his metallic fingers against the armor on his forearms. “I’m not keen on us driving atop explosives to bait these raiders,” he said plainly.

“We’re all taking a risk, Engineer,” Kodiak responded. 

Luther stepped toward the old sniper. “Are we? Where will you be when the shooting and explosions start? On one of those mountains with your sniper rifle, far away from danger?”

The sniper glanced down at Luther’s sword. I could tell he wanted to respond to Luther, but instead he just stared up into Luther’s eyes as he towered over him. Luther whipped around toward Haik. “Whoever orders the placement of those explosives should ride with us,” Luther proposed, glaring at General Haik.

“What?” Haik asked, lifting his eyebrows.

“That’s right. If your plan is for us to drive over a minefield, then you should come along with us,” Luther challenged Haik. 

“Engineer, they’re not mines, they’re triggered plastic explosives. Also, I’m leading this ambush, I need to be able to communicate with my troops,” Haik said. 

“I’ve seen some of your men using radios, why not bring one along with you?” Luther asked.

Haik’s eyes shifted around the room. He gritted his teeth as Luther stared him down. “Engineer, I’m not riding with your crew. I stay with my men. If you’re that concerned about the explosives, then we won’t place them. As I said, they were only a backup, but understand, if one of those vehicles gets through our defenses, that responsibility lies on the Legion, and any solar panels lost comes out of your half of the deal, not ours,” he said.

“Fair enough,” Luther said. 

“When can your men be ready to deploy?” Leo asked. 

“Within two hours. Roman will take you to your temporary quarters,” Haik said.

“That’s not necessary, we’ll wait in our vehicle. Besides, we need to ensure everything is in working order,” Luther replied.

Haik and Kodiak met eyes. “Meet us at the bottom of the mountain on the north side. There’s a cave there. And here, take this,” Haik said, handing Luther an old radio walkie talkie. “For this operation, we’ll be on channel three,” he added. 

Luther took the device and clipped it to the top of his breastplate. “We’ll see you in two hours,” he replied.

As we made our way out of the cave, I noticed several nomad soldiers standing around. Their demeanor seemed different than the last time we were here. Their eyes seemed to be scrutinizing us, prying for something, but I couldn’t place what. Perhaps they were concerned whether they could trust us to cooperate. Maybe they were curious as to why we turned down their initial offer to ambush the raider convoy. 

Kodiak led out in front of us about ten paces as we squeezed through the cave passageways on our way back to the Mauler. “Luther,” I whispered. 

He glanced back at me. I walked close to him and leaned in. “Something’s wrong,” I said.

“I know,” he replied. We walked through the front gate and marched through the snow as we made our way to the Mauler. I noticed the nomad snipers in the trees above us. They watched us like hawks.

I climbed up in the Mauler and noticed Xena leaning back in the seat. “What’s wrong?” I asked her as Luther, Neona, and Leo piled in.

“One of the snipers just came down here and was looking over the vehicle,” she said.

“And?”

“He stood up on one of the tank tracks and was looking inside. I laid down in the footwell,” she replied.

“Did he see you?” Neona asked. 

“I’m not sure, but as he walked away, I noticed him using a radio to communicate to someone. I couldn’t make out what was being said,” Xena replied.

I turned the vehicle around and started down the hill. “I wonder what that was all about?” I asked Luther. 

“Just be ready to act quickly when I tell you,” he said. 

It was nice not being in such a hurry leaving the nomad base. The last time we left here, we were rushing to meet up with General Haik and join his assault against the Androids of the Reclamation. “Anyone want to take the same route down the mountain that we took the last time?” I joked, looking over the edge of the cliff beside the track.

“No, I could do without that,” Leo responded immediately. 

I chuckled and glanced over at Luther. “I gotta say, General Haik was considerably more pleasant and rational this time around,” I said.

“I noticed that too,” Neona spoke up.

“Other than the insane strategy of us driving over explosives, I agree. But the reality is, he needs us, that’s the only reason he’s tolerable and open to negotiation,” Luther replied.

“Did anyone else get a strange vibe in there, particularly with the soldiers?” Leo asked. 

“That’s what I told Luther. Something’s different,” I said.

“Like what?” Neona asked. 

Luther glanced at me before staring forward. “There’s no way to know for sure. If I had to guess, I would say they are considering double-crossing us for the solar panels after all this is over,” he said.

“You think they’d kill us over loot?” Neona asked.

“Doubtful. That’s too much of a risk. Haik doesn’t know how many Legion troops we have. Even he would be mindful of retaliation. However, I think it’s possible Haik might try to instigate a dispute over splitting solar panels. In that case, we would be forced to leave with fewer solar panels in order to get the anti-aircraft vehicle,” Luther said.

“Then we double down and let the solar panels go,” Leo said.

“Absolutely. The trick is not allowing a man like Haik to understand how valuable the anti-aircraft gun is to the Legion... to humanity. He’ll want to be in control of the situation. We might need to do a bit of acting and make the nomads feel like they got the better part of the deal,” Luther said. 

“Respectfully, sire, but they are getting the better deal. We’re getting a weapon to fight off the Moderator, and they don’t even have to help us. Not only that, they’ll probably walk away with all the solar panels,” Neona said.

Luther turned around and stared at Neona. “What good are solar panels if we’re all dead?” he asked. Neona looked out her window and shook her head slowly.

I looked back at Neona in my rearview mirror. “And with Haik in command, the nomads assisting us against the Moderator would do more harm than good,” I said.

“I understand that, but it seems like we’re the ones doing all the work,” Neona said.

Xena turned toward Neona. “It is my view that the nomads’ support in acquiring the anti-aircraft weapon now is sufficient. There is little they could do against the Moderator controlled XU-97 anyway. In case you were unaware, Captain Belic assisted Sylass against these same nomads. She was able to attack them virtually uncontested from the skies in Sylass’s freighter, eliminating over a dozen—”

“We get the point, Xena. The nomads don’t specialize in repelling air attacks,” I interrupted. This wasn’t something I wanted to dive back in to. It was hurtful to think I’d killed those nomads because of Sylass’s deception. 

“Indeed, Captain, but to make my point clear, the XU-97 is far more of a threat than Sylass’s freighter was, and they had no way to combat it,” she added. No one said anything for several minutes as I made my way methodically down the mountain. 

The sun peeked through the white clouds in front of us. Leo put up his hand to shield his eyes. I thought about how much smaller the sun looked from Titan during my stay there. 

General Corvin popped in my mind again. He was out there somewhere floating in space. At some point, he likely looked out at our sun from his escape pod. It was depressing to consider everything he and his people had built over the course of seven decades, wiped away in an instant.

I wondered about the eventual moment when Corvin would lay down in his cryochamber to rest. Even if we were able to stop the Moderator, he could be waiting for decades or even centuries before he was recovered, if at all. I sighed loudly and shook my head. A day might come when someone wakes him up from cryosleep, much like my experience. I didn’t wish that on anyone, not even him. 

“What’s wrong?” Luther asked, looking at me.

“Uh. Just entertaining negative thoughts that I shouldn’t be,” I lowered my voice. The sun beamed on his mask as he looked out onto the mountainous horizon. 

The light cast an orange tint on the sprawling snowscape. The rolling, white hills seemed to go on forever. Luther squinted. “I have extreme difficultly believing we’ve been through so much... only to fail now,” he said. Luther put his hand on my leg as we reached the bottom of the mountain. 

He pointed around the bend. “Head to the north side, we’ll wait there,” he instructed as I stayed on a path that seamed between a tree line and the mountain. I slowed down as I noticed several armed nomads on the path. 

“Wait,” Luther said. The tallest nomad waved us toward him, pointing to a dense thicket. I pulled up next to him as he approached Luther’s door. I noticed his left ear was missing and the skin on his neck was severely burned. 

His ocean blue eyes widened as he saw Luther’s menacing mask. “My name is Soran. General Haik wants you to stay here for now. He’s mobilizing our forces down the mountain,” the soldier said with a thick Russian accent. He was a blond man with a mohawk. I noticed the sides of his head were covered with strange tattoos. They reminded me of Egyptian hieroglyphics.  

“Where are your vehicles?” Luther asked Soran. He looked away and paused for a moment, then pointed toward a pile of brush near the mountain. “Over there,” Soran said.

Nomad guards began removing the brush, revealing a large cave entrance. The tan rock walls had been chipped away to increase the ceiling’s clearance. Inside was a guard standing in front of a colossal armored truck with a canopy on the back. 

“That answers one of my questions. I was wondering how they were going to transport enough troops for this ambush,” Luther said.

Soran walked away, doing a double take at the Mauler as he approached his comrades near the cave. He had a vacant look about his stare as he narrowed his eyes right at me, cracking a smile.

“I don’t like that guy,” I said. 

“Why?” Luther asked.

“I’m not sure, I just get a bad vibe from him,” I said.

“I don’t think any of these fuckers are trustworthy, except maybe Roman, and he’s not even coming with them,” Neona said.

Leo sighed, glancing at his sister. “How much support do you think they’re bringing? How many nomads will fit in their transport truck?” he asked her, sizing up their vehicle. I got the feeling Leo was trying to shift her thought process down another path, away from the negativity. 

“Hm. I’d say thirty-five troops max capacity, at most. That’s including equipment, then another four in the cabin,” Neona guessed. 

“But they also have a large jeep in addition to that truck, so we’re looking at close to fifty nomads total, right?” Leo asked. 

“Yeah. Actually, fifty isn’t a bad number now that I think about it, so long as they can shoot,” she said. One of the soldiers popped the hood on their armored truck and looked it over, while another checked the tires and headlamps. 

I noticed Luther staring intensely at them. “Is something wrong?” I asked, lowering my voice.

He shook his head and turned toward me. “No. It’s just these men do things that remind me of Micah. I can see his influence is apparent. Before he became the Warden, he learned much of it while we were training to be knights. They possess a certain military bearing with the way they conduct checklists. It makes sense, it’s just odd to see the kinship with our knights in action,” Luther said.

“They’re like our extended family,” Leo said. His hazel eyes gazed through them.

“You mean dysfunctional family, especially with Haik running the show,” Neona spoke up.

A powerful gust of wind funneled through the mountain pass. The tall pines around us whipped back and forth. The heavy snow was knocked from their limbs, filling the area with a powdery mist. 
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AFTER ALMOST AN HOUR of waiting, a jeep came up behind us. “Luther,” I said, nodding in my rearview.

“I see them,” he said as everyone turned around.

A group of about forty nomads were marching behind the jeep. “There’s the cavalry,” Leo said.

“I think we’re the cavalry, not them,” Neona replied.

The jeep crept slowly, keeping pace with the nomad foot soldiers. It pulled up beside us. Luther opened his door, looking over at General Haik and Kodiak in the front seat of the military jeep.

Haik leaned around to have a look at us. “Looks like we won’t be needing the full two hours of preparation. We only need another ten minutes,” he said.

“Good,” Luther said as snow flurries whipped into the cabin. I felt one of them stick to my neck and quickly melt. 

Haik pointed ahead at the path. “On our way to the rally point, we’ll take the lead,” he said. I noticed Haik staring at me. “Is she your only driver?” he asked Luther in a condescending tone. I imagined he’d never seen a woman drive anything before. 

“Yes,” Luther said.

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Hm. Can you see behind you, how’s your rear visibility out of that vehicle?” he asked me.

“I saw you coming up behind us just fine,” I replied, raising my voice over the wintery winds. Kodiak and Haik spoke for a moment before Haik looked back at me. “Take the rear flank and keep an eye out on the way there. I don’t expect to see anything, but you never know. We have two scouts waiting for us at the rally point. It could be a six-hour journey or more,” he said. 

Haik nodded at Luther, holding up his radio. “We’ll be on channel three, let us know if you see anything out of the ordinary,” he added. They drove ahead of us as the transport truck pulled out of the cave. The nomads loaded up a heavy machine gun into the back of the transport truck before getting into the vehicles themselves. The blond nomad with the mohawk stared at us suspiciously before closing the curtain on the back of the truck.

“Captain, that was a fifty-caliber machine gun,” Xena said. 

“I saw that. That will pierce the armor of most any vehicle,” I said, glancing at Luther.

The transport truck cut in front of us, lurching forward as black smoke bellowed from the tailpipe. Ahead of that was General Haik’s jeep leading the three-vehicle formation that included us. 

“Here we go,” Leo muttered. 

Luther turned around in his seat. “Xena, I want you to watch our rear flank for the duration of the trip there,” he said. 

“Roger that,” she said. 

Luther faced forward as we moved away from the mountain into a forest.  Mostly, we were heading north, snaking around a winding path at a modest thirty kilometers per hour. After about an hour, I could see a small stream ahead. 

“Captain, I’m detecting a slight increase in radiation levels. Nothing to be concerned about yet,” Xena said.

Luther looked over at me. “It might not subside. We’re heading in the direction of one of the nuclear blast zones,” he said. I donned my helmet as Leo and Neona put on gasmasks. The gasmasks would not stop the radiation itself, but they would at least filter out radioactive particles from inhalation. 

Neona handed Xena a gasmask. “Here you go,” she said. 

“Oh, thank you, but I’ll be fine,” Xena said.

Neona laughed out loud. “You don’t think I know that? Lighten up there, bot,” she said.

Xena stared at Neona for a moment without a word. Beside the stream was a small wooden structure built from logs in the shape of a rectangle. There was a large hook on the top of it that hung down. On the ground directly below was a pile of snow about knee high. I imagined the carcass of an animal was under the snow. There were two pots and a pan strewn about, making me think someone was forced to leave in a hurry.

“Anyone hungry? I bet whatever is under that mound of snow is still preserved,” Leo joked. 

“I’m good for now, maybe on the way back,” Neona replied. As we crossed over the stream, I noticed several light green objects in the water the size of my foot. I narrowed my eyes. “Those can’t be some kind of lobsters, not in freshwater?” I asked.

Luther leaned forward to have a look. “Those are actually Crayfish. Mutated Crayfish. I’ve seen one of them before. I’ve been told by the hunters that they were near the high radiation zones and eventually migrated this way through the years,” Luther explained.

“Please tell me those are not the Crayfish we’ve been eating through the years? They’re disgusting,” Neona asked.

Luther glanced over his shoulder at his daughter. “Crayfish stew. Served every first Tuesday of the month,” Luther replied. 

Neona sighed loudly. “Great. That was one of my favorite dishes.”

“If it makes you feel any better, the hunters try to get the ones with less of a green hue,” Luther said. 

Luther turned toward me. “We test our food and try to consume the lowest levels of radiation possible. The good thing is, the shell of the Crayfish contains most of the radioactive isotopes, while the eatable flesh has less.”

I glanced up into the thick, low-hanging white clouds. “Before the nuclear war, everything was saturated with pesticides, preservatives, and chemicals, so I guess low levels of radiation is the tradeoff. Buying organic food became so expensive only the wealthy could afford it. Remember?” I asked.

He glanced out into the wilderness. “Now that you mention it, I do.” Luther’s response made me think about how he’d moved on from the old world we lived in. It made sense considering how long he had been here, but I wondered just how much he’d forgotten to help him cope with this reality. 

Luther’s radio beeped. I heard some static as he held it out in front of him. “Engineer, can you hear us?” General Haik asked.

Luther looked at me before holding the radio close to his mouth. “Yes. Go on.”

There was a five second pause before the radio beeped again. “We’ll be following an old highway north that eventually ends up in the city once called, St. Petersburgh. But we won’t be going all the way of course,” Haik said.

Luther looked at me. “We couldn’t get close to that city if we wanted to. It was completely destroyed by a nuclear fire, heavy radiation levels,” he whispered.

I knew there was heavy loss of life in many of the major cities around the world but being so close gave me the chills. All those millions of people extinguished in an instant.

“Look,” Neona said. Ahead, there was a four lane highway that stretched on for kilometers. I couldn’t believe it. It was jam-packed with vehicles as far as I could see in both directions, trucks, cars, even military vehicles. All of them were covered in snow. 

“They had a name for this place, my father told me about it,” Leo said. 

“What?” Neona asked.

“When groups of Australians first migrated here many years ago, they called this place, the Freezeway. The Russians that survived told them the story. They said when bombs started flying, everyone desperately tried to escape the major cities. St. Petersburg was one of the last to get hit. This delay gave people time to evacuate, but it didn’t matter,” Leo said, pausing for a moment.

“These roads weren’t built to handle this much congestion. After hours and days of sitting in their vehicles, people ran out of fuel and were forced to abandon their cars and go into the wilderness. To top it off, it was one of the coldest days of the year they said,” Leo recalled the story. 

I followed the convoy along the left side of the highway. We stayed off the road, taking a path beside it. “Your father told me about it as well, tens of thousands died here,” Luther gazed out at the endless columns of cars. 

“The Russians told Micah that people with solar and battery powered vehicles were eventually targeted as gas and diesel vehicles ran out of fuel. Many of those drivers were killed as people panicked to find shelter from the cold, and escape from the radiation,” Luther said.

“What a delightful time to be alive,” Neona said.

There was a single cab truck next to us on the highway with both of its windows broken. The cabin was filled with snow. There were two corpses huddled close on the driver’s side. One appeared to be an adult while the other was a child, maybe eight or ten years old. The adult had its arms around the adolescent. 

“Eyes front,” Luther said. The convoy slowed down as something darted by General Haik’s jeep into the forest. I scanned with my helmet, observing three wild dogs or coyotes chasing a boar. They disappeared out of view. 

“Look! Opposite side of the road,” Leo said. I panned around and saw a large man. He ducked behind a toppled over ambulance. 

“Those were probably hunting dogs, and that man is the owner,” Luther guessed. The convoy stopped. 

“What should we do?” I asked.

“Just stay put,” he said.

“Anyone see anything?” General Haik radioed. 

Luther met eyes with me, holding the radio close to his mask. He glanced at the man by the ambulance. “No contact,” he lied. Our position at the rear of the convoy gave us a unique perspective of the man. I gathered Luther wanted to move on without interruption. 

The man suddenly appeared, walking toward General Haik’s jeep with his hands up.

Luther shook his head. “Dammit. Why didn’t he just stay put?” he asked. Surprisingly, the unknown male was smiling. 

Two nomads got out of the back of Haik’s jeep with silenced rifles. They trained their weapons on the man. “On the ground!” one of them yelled. 

“We don’t have time for this,” Neona said. The man dropped down on his knees, yelling something. He began to weep with joy it appeared. He slowly outstretched his arms toward the closest armed nomad.

“Has he lost his mind?” I muttered. I edged closer in the Mauler as Luther cracked his door to have a listen. The man was speaking loudly in Russian, his powerful voice echoed through the landscape. He wore a large fur coat with a bow and quiver full of arrows slung over his shoulder.  

“What’s he saying?” I asked. 

“Captain, the unidentified male is expressing how happy he is to see another human face. He says we’re the first he’s seen in four years. He claims he is a hunter and that he comes from the east. Despite his initial fear, he was willing to risk his own safety just to talk to someone again,” Xena said.

Haik’s soldiers reached to take the man’s bow, but he resisted. One of the soldiers kicked him, knocking him to the ground. “Stay down!” one of them yelled.

“Sire?” Leo asked. Luther didn’t respond. The other soldier gave the hunter two more swift kicks in the stomach for good measure. He groaned in agony. I could see Leo getting antsy in his seat as his eyes stayed glued on Haik’s soldiers. “That hunter has done nothing wrong, he’s just overwhelmed to see another person,” Leo said.

“I know that. But any objection we present, no matter how diplomatic we are, could cause a rift between us and General Haik. He’s an unreasonable leader, and we cannot risk this mission over one man, Leo. Thousands of lives are at stake. We stay put, we stay quiet,” Luther explained. The nomads began to search the hunter’s large coat.

One of Haik’s men turned toward the jeep. “General, he’s clear. This man has nothing of value on him,” he said.

“Get back in the vehicle, now,” Haik ordered. Suddenly, the dogs returned, attacking Haik’s men while their guns were drawn on the hunter.

Five silenced gunshots were fired as one dog yelped and collapsed into the snow face first.

“Oh no,” Neona muttered. The hunter jumped up from the ground, grabbing one of the soldiers around the neck. The two remaining dogs, assisting their owner, bit the soldier’s legs. 

“Get the damn mutts off me!” the nomad pleaded. 

The snarling dogs ripped away the nomad’s pants as he fell to the ground. Suddenly, a large pistol was aimed out of General Haik’s jeep. It fired, blowing a hole in the hunter’s forehead. 

“Shit,” I said. The two remaining dogs escaped into the forest as the deafening gunshot rang out across the landscape.

Smoke wisped from the hand cannon’s barrel as it was reeled slowly back into the vehicle. I assumed it was General Haik who fired it. One of the soldiers inspected the man’s body. “He’s dead,” he said, kneeling beside it. Luther shook his head as the soldiers loaded back up into the jeep. 

General Haik’s jeep moved forward as the transport truck followed. I paused for a few moments, staring at the hunter’s body. Blood splatter dotted the pristine white ground as he lay face down near one of his dogs.

“I knew that wouldn’t end well,” Leo said, slumping his head.

“Senseless,” I said. 

I caught up with the convoy as we edged alongside the highway. For almost three hours, no one said much. The highway was jam-packed with vehicles the entire duration, many filled with decayed corpses. 

Every few hundred meters, we were forced to navigate around a vehicle that had pulled off the side of the road. The snowfall began to increase, with large, powdery flakes slowly drifting down. 

Luther’s radio beeped. “Engineer, we’re approaching the rally point.” 

“Understood,” he replied. 

I could see two men on the road ahead, rifles slung over their shoulders. General Haik’s jeep pulled up next to them. I went around the transport truck in front of me, stopping beside General Haik. “What are you doing?” Luther asked.

“I want to hear what they have to say,” I replied.

Luther glared at me. “I do too but wait for my word next time. Clear?” he asked.

“Yes, I just did it out of instinct,” I replied. General Haik and Kodiak got out of the jeep. Kodiak shot us a dirty look before stepping in front of the two scouts. The men were wearing hooded white furs, even their faces were painted white. They appeared underweight, with gaunt faces and narrow shoulders. 

Luther got out of the Mauler and marched next to General Haik. The scout’s eyes widened as they saw Luther. They did a double take at one another before looking back at Kodiak. I saw fear in their eyes as they looked him up and down. “The Engineer?” the one on the left asked.

“Yes. The Legion will be driving the bait vehicle,” Kodiak said, pointing at the Mauler.

The scouts looked over the Mauler. “It looks big and powerful but is it quick and mobile?” a scout asked, removing his hood. His long, dark hair was matted and peppered with gray.

“Plenty,” Luther replied.

“Good. It will need to be. We’ve been monitoring the raider convoy for some time, and they have no shortage of speed,” he said.

“Why exactly are they moving south?” Luther asked, crossing his arms.

“To do what raiders do, pillage, rape, and murder,” Haik said. Luther stared at the scouts, not acknowledging General Haik’s response.

“In the last several weeks, we’ve observed an influx of wanderers in this region. Many of them come from the east, and these raiders are taking advantage of it,” he said. The scout reported to Luther in a professional manner. His tone and body language seemed to display a sense of respect mixed with caution regarding Luther. 

Haik glanced back and forth at Luther and the scout. He yanked his thumb over his shoulder. “Scouts, great work keeping tabs on the convoy over the last weeks. Let’s make our way to the ambush point and get setup, we’ll talk there,” he ordered. Haik watched Luther as he turned toward the Mauler. 

The scouts loaded up in Haik’s jeeps as Luther clambered inside the Mauler. “What was that about?” Neona asked.

Luther shook his head. “I don’t know. Seems like he doesn’t want me asking too many questions.”

“Maybe he’s just intimidated by your presence, his scouts seem quite taken by you,” I said.

“Let’s hope it’s that simple,” Luther replied. We made our way off the road and into uneven terrain. There was nothing but wilderness, patches of trees, hills, and snow. 

After twenty minutes, the transport truck dipped down into the snow, tossing the troops around in the back. From my perspective it looked like the frame of the truck was touching the snow. I heard some of them laughing as the truck’s rear tires spun. Soran, the nomad with the blond mohawk leaned out of the back, assessing the situation. 

The driver of the transport truck got out, walked around to the front of the vehicle, and put his hands on his hips. “What happened?” Haik radioed. 

I saw the driver bite his lip. He rolled his eyes and held the radio close to his face. “I’m stuck, General.” 

I pulled up next to the driver and looked at him. “Hey. Get back in the vehicle,” I said.

The middle-aged bald man gave me a puzzled look, and glanced down at the Mauler’s tank tracks. “What? You think you can get me out of this hole?” he asked.

“I know I can. When you feel the truck level out, give it throttle,” I said confidently. He hesitated then ordered the troops in the back of the transport to get out. They walked fifteen paces away from the transport and stopped. 

I backed up behind the transport. “Luther, let me have that radio,” I said. He handed it over as I eased next to the transport’s bumper. I felt the Mauler’s front grille nudge against the transport. Keeping it in low gear, I slowly accelerated. 

“Isn’t it too heavy to push out of that hole?” Neona asked. I continued gradually pressing the throttle. I could hear the front grille’s metal bending as one of the headlamps shattered. 

Black smoke bellowed from the Mauler’s exhaust as the diesel engine kicked in, assisting the battery motor, and pushing the transport forward. It leveled out. “Give it throttle!” I shouted at the nomad driver through the radio. The transport truck tires spun, slinging snow up on my windshield.

The nomads started chanting as the transport slowly moved forward. One of them ran up close to the truck. “Come on!” he shouted in a crazed tone, whipping his arms around wildly in a circular motion as if he was assisting us. 

“Oh, that’s what we’ve been missing, telekinesis,” Leo said. 

Suddenly, the transport lurched out of the hole as the nomads erupted, cheering loudly.

“Nice work,” Luther said. I heard him chuckle under his mask. Soran walked over to the Mauler. He stopped, looking up at me. He cracked a smile, double tapping the tank tracks with his fist before loading back up in the transport. 

The radio beeped as I handed it back to Luther. “We can do without running into any more holes. Follow directly behind us and that won’t happen,” Haik said in a condescending tone.
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“THERE, THAT MUST BE the place,” I said. In the distance, I observed three mountains. The two on the right were much larger. 

General Haik’s jeep slowed as we approached the valley between the larger mountains. I noticed the path between them was about twenty meters wide. There was a small rocky footpath to the left that was elevated above the valley about seventy meters. The convoy stopped, and the nomads began to file out of the transport truck.

Haik walked around the back of the transport truck with Kodiak in tow. “First things first, I want that fifty caliber machine gun set up on the mountain’s ledge, facing down into this valley. Secondly, I want snipers all along the ridge on both mountains, spaced evenly apart. When the Engineer brings his vehicle through this path, the raiders will be hot on his trail,” he ordered.

I saw some of the nomads talking among themselves in the back of the transport truck. One of them rolled his eyes as General Haik spoke. They didn’t seem thrilled about the strategy, or maybe it was the blizzard conditions.  

General Haik and Kodiak split away from the group to talk in private. After several minutes, Haik nodded toward our vehicle. Kodiak branched off and walked around to Luther’s side, looking up at him. “Permission to come aboard, sir?” he asked, flashing his blackened teeth. Luther and I met eyes. 

Luther opened his firing port. “The door directly behind me. Get in,” Luther ordered. Something seemed off about Kodiak. 

“Xena,” I said. She immediately slumped down in the very back seat as Kodiak climbed on the Mauler’s tank tracks. “Leo, keep your eyes on him,” Luther whispered.

“Understood, sire,” Leo replied. Kodiak opened the door and sat beside Leo. Snow flurries whipped inside as he closed the door. 

“Whew, I don’t know about you Legion folks, but I’m ready for the beach after all this cold weather,” he joked. I could smell his body odor immediately as he rubbed his hands together. 

He leaned back in his seat, unaware that Xena was ducked down in the row behind him. “Now, look at us, we’re all one big happy family, aren’t we? Legion and Nomads holding hands in harmony. After all these years,” Kodiak proclaimed, chuckling. His red eye glowed in the dimly lit interior. No one said a word. Luther turned around in his seat to look directly at him, while I watched him in the rearview mirror.

“Did General Haik instruct you to ride with us?” Luther questioned.

“The General leaves the choice to you, Engineer. If you want me to tag along and help you track down the raiders, I can. The scouts gave us a general location where they are, which I can tell you. However, the main reason the General sent me here is to reiterate the plan... so that there are no, de-vi-ations,” he replied. 

“Go on,” Luther said.

“Right. If you look straight ahead at the valley, it’s obvious that this is the route you’ll take to bait the raiders into our ambush. Our weapons are angled so that you need to make a southern approach. This is important. If you pass the valley in the heat of the moment, it could spell disaster for all of us, but especially you. It’s unlikely we’ll be able to provide cover for your vehicle unless you come from the south,” he explained.

“That won’t be a problem,” I said. There were plenty of visual markers around, there was no way I would overlook this area. 

He nodded slowly. “Good, that’s real good,” he said, panning around the interior of the vehicle. He ran his finger across the roofline. “Wow, never seen anything like this before. I’d always heard the Legion was leaps and bounds beyond everyone else in this region, with all your fancy weaponry, underground railways, and—”

“When do we leave?” Luther interrupted.

Kodiak stared ahead at Luther. He paused for a few moments. “It will take us the rest of the evening to set up. The scouts will head out later to relocate the raiders to ensure our intelligence is accurate. In the morning, you will receive that updated location data and embark on your mission an hour after first light, just as we planned,” he said.

“Straightforward enough,” Luther said.

“Just decide whether you want me to ride along with you before nightfall,” Kodiak reminded.

“Then it’s settled. We’ll be in touch,” Luther concluded. There was a long pause as we waited for Kodiak to reach for the door handle beside him, but he didn’t. 

I thought it was odd, Kodiak never seemed this confident around Luther. He glared at him for a few moments, and then looked at Leo.

Kodiak grinned. “Wondering why I’m still here?”

“The thought crossed my mind,” Neona spoke up.

Kodiak laughed. “Well-well. Do any of you play cards? Texas hold ‘em, blackjack, anything like that?” he asked. Leo and Neona looked at one another confused.

Kodiak interlocked his fingers. “I used to play cards quite often myself. There’s a phrase you’re probably familiar with—ace in the hole.” 

“I know it. What’s your point?” Neona asked. 

Kodiak smiled. “You know it’s funny, not that long ago, we received a visitor at our cozy mountaintop resort.”

I glanced at Luther. “Is that supposed to be unusual?” I asked.

“Not really, but this time it was. This time it was someone we never expected to see,” he said.

“Why?” Leo asked

“It was one of your people,” Kodiak said. 

“From the Legion?” Luther asked as he tilted his head at Kodiak.

Kodiak smirked. “Yep. He showed up half-dead on our doorstep, barely able to speak,” Kodiak said plainly. He leaned his head back, screeching his fingernail along the roof.

“Stop that,” Luther commanded.

Kodiak looked forward. “Oh. I’m sorry. Back to what I was saying. Strangely enough, our visitor from the Legion claimed to be exiled... by you, Engineer,” he said, narrowing his eyes at Luther.

Luther shook his head and sighed. “Senator Barrus,” he said.

“Ding. Ding. Ding,” Kodiak pointed upward and smiled. Neona and Leo’s eyes widened as they looked at one another. I bit down hard on my lip. I had forgotten about the Senator completely.

“Did he survive?” Luther asked. 

“For a while. Yeah. I’m sure you’ll be distraught to know that the Senator had a terrible case of frostbite. We removed one of his feet and both hands, but worse than that, he had pneumonia. He only lived a couple of days under our care. Terrible to see a man suffer in agony like that,” Kodiak said, frowning.

Luther shifted his eyes away from Kodiak. “And Barrus told your people why he was exiled?” Luther asked.

There was a long pause before Kodiak looked up at Luther. “No. He didn’t tell my people much of anything. He mostly screamed in agony as they sawed his hands and foot off. Unfortunately, we don’t have much morphine these days.” 

I gulped as Kodiak assessed Luther’s stoic reaction. The old sniper popped his knuckles and snickered under his breath. “Barrus really didn’t get to tell my people much... but he did tell me a few things,” he said, grinning. My heart began to race as Kodiak met eyes with each of us. 

“I... know... a... secret,” Kodiak sung. “Wanna guess what it is?” he asked.

Leo slowly removed his sword from his belt. Under his coat, he aimed it at Kodiak. Luther cleared his throat. “I get the feeling you’re coming to us about this in private for a reason. You’re the only one who interrogated Barrus? You’re the only one that knows this... secret?” Luther probed. I glanced over my shoulder at General Haik as he ordered the nomads to position their weapons on the mountain.

“Maybe, maybe not. Perhaps I’ve told other nomads to ensure my safety, just in case you were to react with hostility. I know enough about you knights, how decisive and ferocious you can be when crossed, especially you, Engineer. One would be wise to protect themselves,” Kodiak warned.

“But how would any of the nomads know what Barrus said is true? If he was exiled by the Legion, then obviously his intent would be to cause harm to the Legion, by any means necessary, lying included,” Luther challenged.

“Ah, that would normally be a good defense, but Senator Barrus swore to me that there are witnesses to this secret.”

“What secret? Stop playing games,” Leo challenged.

Kodiak leaned forward, glaring at Luther. “Don’t play dumb with me. He killed our Warden!” Kodiak raised his voice. I gritted my teeth. Kodiak wasn’t bluffing that he knew something, and Senator Barrus did about as much damage as he could in his final act of vengeance. 

No one said a word for several moments. “And I’ll take your silence as an admission of guilt. I might not be able to prove this yet, but if I tell General Haik and our men, they’ll want you to go to trial and prove your innocence, and that’s the best-case scenario,” Kodiak stated.

“I don’t have a damn thing to prove to you or any of your people,” Luther said.

“Then you would risk war between our two colonies?” Kodiak asked. “Think carefully Engineer. Barrus was confident there were several in the Legion that would testify against you about your admission to killing the Warden. Apparently, you viewed our Warden as a war criminal because of something he did many years ago? Under the control of the Architect? Who were you to judge and execute a man who turned his own life around, along with so many others? Huh?” Kodiak threw up his hands, baiting Luther to answer. I gathered Kodiak wanted Luther to elaborate and defend his reasons for killing the Warden to incriminate himself, but Luther stayed quiet. 

Leo looked at Luther as if to request permission to kill Kodiak. Luther shook his head slowly.

“Hm.” Luther tapped his metallic fingers on the seat in front of him as he gazed through Kodiak. “Look at you, the old, unsuspecting sniper in a position of power suddenly. You hold the key to peace, and you toy with it like a child.”

“Not a toy, as I said, more like an ace in the hole. You understand what that feels like don’t you, Engineer? Of all your political adversities that have met the end of your sword over the years, surely many of them were caught by surprise at some point,” Kodiak stated.

“My question is, why are you keeping this information secret from your general?” Luther asked.

Kodiak held up his index finger. “Ah. Now, we’re getting to the meat and potatoes. The reason I haven’t told them is because I’m very, very smart. In case you haven’t noticed, we nomads aren’t exactly happy with our current leadership... accommodations,” Kodiak said, glancing past Luther at General Haik.

“I suspected,” Luther replied.  

“Now, I’m a diplomatic man, and I realize that making an enemy out of the Legion is a huge gamble. Haik’s not that smart. Here’s what I propose; you and your knights help me remove General Haik from power tomorrow, and we’ll remain allies,” Kodiak offered plainly. 

“Wait. What?” Leo asked.

“You mean murder your general?” Luther confirmed.

“Did I stutter? We’re not going to ask nicely. Of course, we must kill him, but the only way to do it is by making it look like an accident, and you will help me,” he said.

Luther shook his head slowly and met eyes with Neona, Leo, then me. “Let’s hear your scheme,” he said. My head whipped toward Luther in disbelief. 

Kodiak looked at me. “After you get the raider convoy’s attention, it will be chaotic as they chase after you. When you drive this vehicle back through the valley, I want you to make it look like you lost control,” he said. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

I arched an eyebrow. “Huh? You want me to run over the General? He will be too high up on the mountain. The Mauler doesn’t have wings,” I said. 

Kodiak chuckled. “Listen up, driver. You can’t see it from here, but the incline isn’t that steep. I want you to drive along the side of this cliff and get near General Haik. That’s it. When you do, he’ll be caught in the crossfire from our snipers on the other side of the mountain, completely accidental of course,” Kodiak said, smiling.

“And what guarantee do we have you won’t double-cross us after you’re finished plotting against your own leader?” Luther asked.

“There’s no guarantee but think about it. If any knights end up dead, I know the Legion will be at our doorstep. I can’t risk that.” Kodiak winked at me. “You just get close to General Haik and it’ll all be over.”

“This is insane,” I muttered. “Luther, you can’t be entertaining this nonsense?” I questioned.

Kodiak chuckled. “Of course he is. If he doesn’t go along with what I’m offering, I’ll tell Haik who killed the Warden. It’s possible he’ll execute you before we even get back.”

“But you just said you don’t want war? Executing us would certainly pit our colonies against one another anyway. Thousands would die,” Luther challenged.

“And that’s exactly why you must take my offer. It’s our best bet. Even if you leave now, I’ll tell Haik and that would be an admission of guilt. He’ll march our army against the Legion win or lose. He’s a fool and you know it. But you can prevent this, Engineer. Without Haik in command, your secret stays safe with me and there will be no war,” he said.

“And how will you have the power to ensure this?” Luther asked.

Kodiak put his hands on his chest. “Because I’ll be in charge.”

“I saw that coming a mile away,” Leo said, rolling his eyes.

“And I’d wager the Engineer did as well. How many have died by your hands simply because they thought they might offer a different path or ideals? You should have killed Senator Barrus and not left it to chance—”

“Silence!” Luther roared and ignited his sword, stabbing it through his seat. The fiery blade stopped centimeters from Kodiak’s stomach as he leaned back, panting heavily. His eyes widened as Luther slowly pushed the sword toward him, sizzling his white coat. 

“Don’t... don’t! You kill me, and Haik will show you no mercy,” Kodiak pleaded.

Luther pointed the blade near his crotch for a moment, then disengaged the weapon as smoke and the smell of burnt cloth and metal filled the cabin. Leo and Neona cracked their doors and let the smoke escape. I coughed, waving the smoke away from my face. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the nomads weren’t curious about was going on. Luckily, they were busy and most of them had made their way up the mountain.

“Why would I replace one ignorant fool to lead the nomads for a manipulative, scheming relic like yourself?” Luther demanded.

“I already told you. At least I’m competent enough not to challenge the Legion. Haik’s not. You go along with my plan, we remain neighbors, maybe not friends, but certainly not enemies either. You cross me, and we might as well all die in my view. Like you said, I’m old, but I’d rather end my life than see these men squandered under the rule of a man like Haik,” Kodiak explained.

“Get out!” Luther shouted, stabbing his finger at Kodiak’s door.

Kodiak pushed out his bottom lip and nodded. “As you wish. Make a decision by nightfall, and remember, no funny stuff. I’ve anticipated your moves well before we ever embarked on this mission. Remember, I might not be the only one watching you,” Kodiak warned. He looked up on the mountains where the snipers were and slammed the door.

Luther faced forward. He began to wheeze, covering his face. “Hunny,” I said, touching his shoulder. He leaned his head back, looking up at the roof. 

Leo leaned forward, looking at Luther. “Sire, I say we march up this hill and tell General Haik what just happened. I don’t like Haik either, but I trust him more than Kodiak,” Leo said. 

“Captain,” Xena spoke up. 

“Yes.”

“If the Engineer considers this option, I recorded the conversion with Kodiak just now,” she said.

Neona’s eyes widened. “Even better. We have evidence against Kodiak. I say we pull General Haik aside and play the recording for him,” she said excitedly. 

“And the anti-aircraft vehicle?” Leo asked his sister.

“Simple. We could wait until the nomads give us its location in the morning, then we pull Haik aside. Let these fuckers kill each other, this isn’t our fight. Then we can go after the anti-aircraft vehicle on our own,” Neona replied.

Luther took in a long breath. “It’s possible that Haik will be killed the moment we go to him in private. Isolating him would likely be a bloodbath, because we have no idea how many spies Kodiak has working against Haik. Half these men could be waiting to kill Haik. They’ve already ordered snipers up on the mountains, so anything we try behind Kodiak’s back will be seen. Not to mention, if we make the wrong move that results in gunfire, the exchange would likely alert the raider convoy nearby, likely forfeiting any chances of acquiring the anti-aircraft gun,” Luther explained. 

“This decision has many layers to it,” Xena commented. 

“Dammit,” Leo muttered, slumping his head. The goal of fighting off the Moderator somehow took a backseat in my mind. The risk to our personal safety just increased tenfold as we were thrust into the middle of a nomad revolt. 

“What if we tell Kodiak the situation with the Moderator?” Neona asked.

Leo shook his head. “If he even believed us? I think he would use the Moderator situation to justify his stance to lead the nomads instead of Haik,” he said. I agreed, Kodiak seemed to be placing all bets on the idea that we would go along with his plan. 

Everyone stared at Luther for a couple of minutes as he thought about it. I could not imagine the enormous amount of pressure on him considering the Moderator problem, and now this. I wanted to come up with a solution, but the situation was so complex, all I could do was support him. It seemed like there was no right answer. “Luther, I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

He nodded. “I know. The takeaway for me is that Kodiak has his own vision for the nomads, but I don’t think he’s ready to die.”

“What do you mean, sire?” Leo asked.

“I saw genuine fear in his eyes and body language when I ignited my sword. Despite his tough talk and shadowy past, I think he’s afraid,” Luther replied.

“Then why risk it all to lead the nomads? Mutiny is a big gamble,” Neona said.

“Is it though? It’s entirely possible Kodiak has been turning Haik’s men against him for some time, there could be many more on Kodiak’s side than we know, especially judging by their reactions when the General speaks. A lot of them don’t respect him,” I said.

Neona looked up at the ceiling. “Kodiak just has to drag us into his bullshit,” she muttered.

“And he needs it to look like an accident to gain the trust of the men here who are still loyal to General Haik. This mission with the raider convoy provides just enough isolation from the rest of the nomads back home, and enough chaos and confusion for his plan to work,” Luther said.

“We’re forced to help this asshole, aren’t we? He’s boxed us in?” Leo asked.

Luther sighed. “For now. But Kodiak’s fear of the Legion retaliating will keep us safe long enough to get the anti-aircraft gun back home. Remember, that weapon is our main objective,” he said. Even though Luther’s tone sounded confident, I knew my husband. He wasn’t sure if we would survive.
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Chapter 6
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JUST AFTER NIGHTFALL...

The full moon gave the frozen surroundings a cool blue hue as the wind ushered the snow clouds briskly across the sky. There were only patches of flurries here and there that whipped around in the wind.

Neona was sleeping behind me. I could hear her long, slow breaths as she leaned her head back. Leo was wide awake, staring out of the window. He seemed to be in deep thought. Xena was scanning left to right and behind us. I had tasked her with watching our flank. I could hear the faint sound of her synthetic neck muscles humming as her blue eyes glowed in the dark cabin. 

Now this mission had taken a turn for the worse, I didn’t know how long we would be out here. Luther and I decided to leave the vehicle’s battery running on power saving mode. It was enough to keep the heater on low and allow me to take off quickly if need be. Unfortunately, the heater’s lower output wasn’t enough, not in this weather and at night.

I could feel myself shivering. Luther and I wanted to hold one another to keep warm, but we couldn’t. If things went sour, we didn’t want any of the nomads to know we were together, they could use it against us. 

I closed my eyes as the possibilities ran through my mind. If the nomads double-crossed us and found out that we killed the Warden, I couldn’t imagine a situation where they would give us an honorable, clean death. 

I glanced down at my sword. Normally, it would be an easy decision to kill myself if faced with capture. We were in the middle of nowhere accompanied by dozens of men, Neona and I would surely be raped before we were murdered. 

But I couldn’t end my life. There were too many people depending on us, and if I had air left in my lungs, I had to stay alive for a chance to save them, even if that meant enduring unspeakable abuse. 

Unexpectedly, the thought of my mother and father entered my mind. Even though my mother was absent from my life, I wondered what she would think about everything I’d endured, and the challenge that was still before me. Surely, both parents would be proud, but I would wager it would be difficult for them to imagine their daughter fighting for the survival of the species decades after their deaths. Would she have done things differently, and stayed with my father knowing what my future held? It was senseless to even consider, but I was sleepy and stressed.

I took in a deep breath. At the base of the mountain to my left, I observed the nomads had a large fire going. They were all huddled around it, covered in large blankets. “Is it possible the raiders could see the fire from here?” I whispered to Luther. 

He looked up at the mountain behind the campfire. “Not likely. I think we’re far enough away from them. Not only that, most of the fire’s light is blocked by the mountain because the raiders are on the opposite side. But the nomads don’t have much choice, the only other option in this weather is to freeze to death,” he said. 

Someone stood up close to the fire, then another. They branched off away from the group in our direction. “Heads up,” I said.

“It’s General Haik and Kodiak,” Leo said. They stopped on Luther’s side. Haik climbed up on the Mauler’s tank tracks as Luther opened the door. Behind Haik, Kodiak glared up at us while crossing his arms. 

“Have you decided?” Haik asked.

Luther nodded. “I think we can find the raiders without Kodiak, so long as the location data is accurate. There’s really no reason for him to go along with us. You could probably use the extra firepower, too,” Luther said. 

Haik stood up tall, narrowing his eyes at Luther for a moment. He looked up at the mountain. “Fair enough. Well, we’ve gone over all the firing positions and set up the guns. Just under forty of my best shooters and a heavy machine gun will be at the ready.”

“I hope it’s enough,” Luther replied.

“I think it will be, but placing explosive charges along the path would ensure—” 

“No. We’ve already gone over that,” Luther interrupted. 

Haik turned his head away from Luther and bit his lip. He paused for a couple of  moments. “I’ll have someone alert you at first light on where the scouts last located the raider convoy, then you can be on your way,” he replied. 

Luther nodded. “We’ll be ready,” he said. As Haik stepped down off the Mauler’s tracks and turned away from us, Kodiak stood there, staring up at Luther. He pointed his hand at Haik’s back like a gun, hiding it so that the General couldn’t see the gesture. He cocked his thumb like a hammer on a revolver. 

“Then we’re all set?” Kodiak asked, narrowing his eyes at Luther.

Luther nodded in agreement. Kodiak closed his thumb, and sounded out the word bang with his lips. “Just give us the raider convoy’s location data, and we’ll bring them to you,” Luther replied, slamming the door. I could hear Kodiak snickering under his breath as he caught up with Haik.

“I really don’t like that guy,” Neona mumbled.

“Once he takes command, I give him three months before he’s killed by his own people,” Leo said.

Luther turned around, glancing at Leo and Neona. “Listen up. We take shifts sleeping. All except for Victoria. We will be relying on her driving tomorrow, so I need her at one hundred percent,” Luther replied.

***
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“HEY,” LUTHER WHISPERED, touching my leg. He startled me as I leaned forward, rubbing my eyes. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing. It’s fine, the sun is coming up,” Luther said softly. 

I took in a deep breath. “Okay, I’m up,” I said. As a Naval pilot, I was used to sleeping odd hours and taking power naps on alert standby. Usually, I was cramped up in some briefing room before a dangerous mission. This felt similar. 

I made sure the Mauler’s battery was on full power, feeling the warmth from the heater with my hands. Ahead, I noticed the camp fire from last night was a smoldering pile of gray ash. Several of the men were finishing up breakfast, tearing into the flesh of an animal that appeared overcooked.

“Did you sleep?” I looked at Luther. I remembered he took the first watch.

He stared forward. “No. I decided not to wake any of you up,” he said. 

“What?” I asked.

“I feel fine. I don’t need as much sleep as most humans,” he said. I could hear Neona rummaging around behind us. 

“Here,” Neona said, handing Leo something. He leaned forward, handing me an MRE about the size of a small ketchup packet from a fast food joint.

“Breakfast of champions.” Leo smirked. I wasn’t really accustomed to the salty taste of these MREs yet, but they gave me plenty of energy considering their size. I ripped open the corner and squeezed it out into my mouth. “Ugh,” I said, glancing at Luther. “Did you eat?” I asked.

“I had some while you were sleeping,” he replied. Leo passed around a canteen of water as we observed one of the nomads approaching. He was wearing a hooded, faded green, Army jacket. He approached on Luther’s side and removed his hood. 

To my surprise, it was a woman with light green eyes and olive skin. She appeared to be about thirty years old and of Mediterranean descent, possibly Greek or Italian. She was beautiful with a narrow, angular face. Her dark matted hair was shoulder length. I noticed a small patch of white hair on the left side of her head. It seemed out of place, contrasting with her otherwise youthful appearance. 

Luther opened the door. The woman looked up at him nervously at first. She seemed aware of her reaction, and stood up tall and proud to compensate. “The General wants you to have this,” she said with a slight Arabic accent as she reached up to Luther. 

It was a document of some sort. He unfolded it, revealing a map. “You’ll see visual markers on the map,” she said, stepping up on the Mauler’s tracks. She pointed at a circle on the map. “The raiders were seen here only minutes ago, our scouts have eyes on them,” she explained.

Luther looked down at the map. There appeared to be a structure drawn inside the radius. “What is this place?” he asked.

“It was a factory of some sort, we think the raiders are looting it for supplies. It’s only three kilometers from here, so, if you leave now, you’ll have a chance to catch the raiders there. Our hope is that they weigh their vehicles down heavy enough with supplies so that you can better control the pace of the pursuit,” she said. 

“Is the anti-aircraft vehicle with the convoy?” Luther asked.

“Yes, why?” she asked. 

“Because that’s part of the deal, that vehicle is ours,” he replied.

She looked away confused. “Oh. I’m unaware of the specifics you and General Haik agreed on, but before you leave, the General insisted that you radio him. We would prefer if you leave in the next half hour,” she said. 

“Is that all?” Luther asked.

She paused. “That’s it.”

Luther slammed the door shut, surprising her. Her body jolted as she leaned back. She plopped down in the snow and headed back toward the mountain, doing a double take back at us as she put her hood back on.

Luther glanced at me before turning toward the back seats. “Anyone have anything to add before we leave? Any objections?” he asked. No one said anything. Unfortunately, assisting Kodiak to remove General Haik was our best option.

“Xena, I don’t want you firing on the convoy unless I say so. The last thing I want is the raiders to view us as a threat, the point is so that they chase us,” Luther said.

“Understood,” she replied.

“Let’s move out, head straight through the valley, north,” Luther pointed. 

“Roger that,” I said. Luther held the radio close to his mouth. “General, it’s the Engineer.” 

As we crept toward the valley, the radio beeped. “I see you. Looks like you are leaving, now?” he asked.

“Yes,” Luther replied. 

“Good. Keep us informed if anything unexpected happens. We’ll be waiting,” he said. I could see him on the ledge, holding his radio and looking down on us. He was standing atop a giant slab of dark gray rock, wearing his tiger fur atop his head. The wind whipped his coattails around as streams of snow trailed in front of him. 

In front of us, my eyes followed the slope up the mountain toward where he was standing. I sized up the incline. I felt like I could make the climb but moving at high speed would be dangerous. I could easily flip the Mauler if I wasn’t careful.

“We’ll be in touch,” Luther said.

The radio beeped again. I could hear Haik breathing for a few moments. I noticed he had stepped away from his men. He cleared his throat. “Engineer, I know you and I got off on the wrong foot with my aggressive strategy against the androids of reclamation, but I think our collaboration here could be the beginning of something great between our people,” Haik explained.

Luther glanced at Leo. 

“I want you to know I’m committed to us working together after this is over... as long as it’s mutually beneficial of course,” Haik said. 

Luther sighed before pushing in the radio’s mic. “Anything is possible, General,” he said.

“Anything except his survival. If Kodiak doesn’t kill him with our help, someone else will later,” Neona said.

As we made our way into the middle of the valley, I saw Kodiak. “Look who it is,” I nodded. 

“Yeah and take notice how far away he’s standing from General Haik,” Leo said.  I glanced on the opposite mountain that Haik was on, I could spot several snipers. I assumed some of them were Kodiak’s men. They were wearing white camouflage from head to toe, staring down at us. 

It felt eerie as I passed through the valley. Even from here, I could sense the division within the nomads. I wondered how much was due to disunion in their ranks, or nervousness over the impending mission. I wasn’t sure, but I got the feeling General Haik was completely oblivious to the plot against him, even a bit optimistic about our future together as neighboring colonies.

We made our way out of the valley and into a flat area with only a few trees scattered throughout. “Try to make as many visual references as possible; on our way back we won’t have time to stop and look around,” Luther said. As we made our way a few hundred meters from the valley, I glanced behind us at the mountains. “If the snowfall continues to let up, I can use my trail to backtrack,” I said.

“But we shouldn’t expect that to last,” Luther replied.

After fifteen minutes of trudging slowly through mixed terrain, we came to a small, cozy log house within a thick patch of trees. There was a stack of firewood next to the structure. I veered away from it, maintaining a distance of about two hundred meters. 

“See that?” I asked. 

“Yeah, the chimney is smoking,” Leo observed. 

“Hunters?” Neona asked. 

“A family... look again,” Luther replied. I zoomed in with my visor. I could see two children near the house, playing in the snow. I couldn’t tell if they were boys or girls considering they were bundled from head to toe in dark fur garments. They were about three and five years of age I guessed. 

I noticed Neona smile in the rearview mirror. “Adorable,” she mumbled.

Suddenly, a tall man emerged from inside the house. He was holding a large axe. His dark hair was falling out in places. 

“I think I see the father,” I said. His black, bushy eyebrows were lowered as he quickly ushered the children inside. He pulled a pistol out of his coat and hid behind a tree, leaning around it to have a better look at us. I accelerated away from the residence to convince him that we weren’t a threat. 

“The radiation levels here aren’t safe to live, especially for a child in development,” Xena said.

“They likely don’t know any better, just doing the best they can,” Neona replied. The small house disappeared out of view. It was my first time seeing a family out in the wild, and it gave me a sinking feeling. On one hand, it was heartwarming to see a sliver of humanity out in the wasteland. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think their outcome would end in tragedy. Raiders, nomads, or anyone could wander into this area, and that’s assuming the radiation didn’t kill them first.

The radio beeped as Luther held the radio close. He waited for several seconds. “Do you copy? Anyone there?” Luther asked. 

“Is this the Engineer?” a deep, unknown voice asked.

“State your business,” Luther replied. 

“This is Cruz... I’m one of General Haik’s scouts, we’re near the raider convoy,” he said.

“Yes. Go on.”

“As you follow the General’s map, you’ll come to a large electrical tower, it’s the only one in this area and it’s marked on your map. You should be getting close to it now. That tower is just under four hundred meters from the raider convoy,” he said. 

Luther paused, scanning his surroundings. “And the raiders are still inside, looting the factory?” he asked.

“Yes. We’re watching them now. I recommend stopping at the tower, that will give you a vantage point to survey the factory and their vehicles before you make your approach,” he suggested.

“Good. Keep your eyes on them and let us know immediately if anything changes,” Luther said. 

“That’s what we’re here for,” the scout replied. Luther put down the radio, pointing ahead.

“You see it?” he asked.

One kilometer in the distance, I saw a leaning metal tower up on a hill. Its black power lines dangled loosely in the snow. There was a torn down metal fence around it. Beside the metal tower was a large, thick pine tree which prevented the tower from collapsing. 

“Approach it slowly, the factory is on the other side of that tower,” Luther instructed. 

“Understood,” I said. I took in a deep breath. This was it. I climbed up the hill near the tower. I could hear the structure’s metal frame creaking in the wind. “That thing isn’t going to fall on us, is it?” Neona asked, panning up at the structure.

“Unlikely. The structure has been in this position for some time, perhaps years,” Xena assessed. 

Neona glared at Xena. “But if it does, we won’t be able to hold you responsible, now will we? We’ll be dead,” she muttered. Xena ignored her. 

I leveled out at the top of the hill, running over part of a fence. A metal post crushed under the Mauler’s tracks. 

“Shit,” I mumbled. It wasn’t loud considering it was buried under the snow. I backed up and took a wider approach to the right of the tower.  

“Slowly,” Luther said as I crept forward around a large bush. We made our way around it until we could see the basin below. 

“There’s the factory,” Leo said. My eyes followed a rural road from left to right into a concrete, barricaded security gate in front of a medium-sized industrial complex. 

“This place is out in the middle of nowhere,” Neona said. She was right, the complex was surrounded by hills and trees. There were no other signs of civilization.

We were just above eye level with the roof of the tallest point—a four-story building that was about two hundred meters long by one hundred meters wide. It was surrounded by several medium to small buildings. 

The large building was constructed mostly out of metal, with thick supporting beams. The smaller buildings were brick. Surprisingly, the structures were mostly intact, other than rust, holes in the roofs, and some missing bricks here and there. One odd thing I noticed was there were no windows in any of the buildings.

I looked back at the entrance where the guard tower was. On the far side of it, the concrete barricade was destroyed. I looked closer, noticing a small plane buried in snow. It had split part of the barrier in half. I wondered if the pilot ran out of fuel and was forced to use the rural road as a makeshift runway. Or maybe the nuclear blast blinded the pilot, forcing him to the ground. 

“Engineer,” the radio beeped. 

“Yes, we’re here, at the tower,” Luther replied. 

“I know, we’re on your left, sixty meters,” he said. We all turned. I noticed what appeared to be a gun barrel poking through a small mound of snow that was aimed at the factory. A hand poked through, giving us the thumbs up.

“You’re slacking on the job, Xena. How did they get past your sensors?” I asked.

“They didn’t,” she replied. 

I could hear the scout breathing through the radio. “Now, let’s get down to business.  On the opposite side of the largest building is where the convoy is parked, they’re out of your line of sight,” he said.

“How many vehicles?” Luther asked.

“We counted seven this time,” he replied. 

Luther glanced at me. That was an additional vehicle from our original conversation with General Haik. “Is the anti-aircraft gun one of them?” Luther questioned.

“Yes.”

“What sort of weapons do these vehicles have?” Luther asked.

“Two of the smaller trucks have mounted guns. One of them is an RPK machine gun, the other is a grenade launcher,” he said.

Luther shook his head. “Did you say, grenade launcher?”

“I did, but we’re unsure if it’s operational. I would wager its ammunition would be difficult to come by,” the scout guessed. I wondered why they would even have the weapon mounted if it wasn’t functional. 

“Maybe that’s the additional vehicle,” Neona muttered.

“That’s not what we need, contending with an explosive threat could put an end to this mission quickly,” Leo replied.

“Do you have any idea why the raiders are here?” Luther asked.

“Up until recently, this factory was occupied by a community of about forty or fifty people. Families. The reason the raiders are here is because of weapons. Before the war, the Russian military contracted this company to build hi-tech laser rifles, but they were useless,” he said.

“Why?” Luther asked.

“The weapons were encrypted to only be used by Russian military personnel,” he replied.

“Then what would make them important to these raiders if their useless?” Luther questioned. The scout emerged from the snow and stealthily made his way to the Mauler. He was wearing a white mask that covered his face and head. He looked up at us as Luther opened the door.

“What’s the problem?” Luther asked.

He sighed. “I’m not sure if you’re supposed to know this, but I think it’s important to the mission’s success,” the scout hinted. 

“Tell me what you know,” Luther said.

“Uh. You see, these raiders see themselves as the modern Russian Army. We’ve interrogated several wanderers from this region in the past several weeks. The rumors are that their base of operations are old Russian military bases,” he said. 

Luther gazed forward in deep thought. “And just how many raiders are at these military bases, any idea?” Luther asked.

“No way to know for sure, but based on the wanderers we’ve interrogated, the smallest figure we’ve heard is three thousand,” the scout answered.

“Fuck,” Neona mumbled.

Luther glanced at me before turning around. He met eyes with Leo and Neona. “Haik wasn’t exactly forthcoming with all his intelligence. Sounds like these raiders are the Russian Army’s remnants,” he said.

“This mission might have just become even more important than it already is,” Leo replied.

Neona chuckled. “Unbelievable. If these raiders can supply their troops with these weapons and get them operational, they could pose a threat to the Legion.”

Luther turned back toward the scout as he pointed toward the factory. “Engineer, if you’ll notice, there’s several entry points around the factory, and most of the security gate is down. Do you have a strategy to get the raiders attention?” the scout asked. 

“Don’t worry about that. It won’t be a problem. Do you have any more revelations or intelligence to add before we go?” Luther asked. 

He slumped his head. “No. I’ll keep watch from this position as you make your way toward the convoy. If something goes wrong, I’ll be able to provide limited fire support, but don’t expect any miracles, you’ll mostly be on your own,” he said, lowering his voice. He slowly returned to his reconnaissance position. 

Luther carefully closed the door. “He’s not telling us something,” I said.

“How do you know?” Neona asked.

“I just get the feeling he knows more than he’s letting on,” I replied, watching him as he burrowed himself back under the snow. I got the sense that he wanted to reveal more, like his conscience was bothering him. 

Leo leaned around me, staring at Luther. “I’m guessing General Haik didn’t tell us who these men were because he thought that might dissuade us from doing this mission?”

“Perhaps. But Haik doesn’t know how important this mission is to us. The anti-aircraft vehicle is worth the trouble no matter who they are,” Luther replied. He panned left and right quickly in deep thought.

“Not to defend Haik, but I’m honestly not even sure he knew about this. The scouts could be working with Kodiak secretly and keeping Haik in the dark,” I said. 

“That’s a possibility,” Leo said.

“I got it!” Neona raised her voice.

“What?” Luther asked as we spun around toward her. She shook her head. “Victoria just jogged my memory. Think about the first time we were introduced to Kodiak, they gave us some information about who he was,” she said.

Leo narrowed his eyes at her. “Roman introduced us, he claimed a bounty was placed on Kodiak’s head before my father took him in as a nomad, that he was a wanted man,” Leo replied.

Neona’s eyes widened. “Yes, but who placed that bounty?” she asked.

Luther held up his index finger. I saw a lightbulb go off in his eye as the answer came to us both. “The Ghosts of the Red Army,” I recalled, biting my lip.

Neona pointed toward the factory. “Exactly. The Red Army is the former Russian Military. I bet these are the same fucking guys! Kodiak isn’t here to get those solar panels, he’s cutting off his enemies’ ability to equip themselves. If I had to guess, he’s still waging war against his old foes, but now he’s using Haik’s nomads to do it,” Neona speculated.

No one said a word for several moments. Luther looked at Neona. “I’m impressed that you were able to piece that together, but it changes nothing. We’re still here to retrieve the anti-aircraft gun. Whatever feud Kodiak has with these raiders, we let them hash it out. Let them kill each other. This isn’t my primary concern, not yet,” Luther said.

I heard Neona sigh under her breath. In the rearview mirror, I could tell she was constructing a tactful response as her eyes floated about the cabin. “Respectfully, sire, if we allow those raiders to equip themselves with thousands of laser rifles, we won’t be able to defend ourselves if they eventually come our way. We’re already here, in a position to stop them,” Neona challenged. 

“Knight Neona, fully committing to another objective considering the already daunting task of our main mission is out of the question. If an easy opportunity presents itself to disrupt the raiders’ supply of weapons, I’ll do so, otherwise, we stick to the plan. We bait the raiders into General Haik’s ambush,” Luther confirmed.

“You mean Kodiak’s ambush,” she muttered. 

Luther glanced at me. “Begin our approach, slowly,” he said. 

“Roger, I need everyone to close your firing ports as much as possible, just give yourself enough room to see out,” I ordered. Leo and Neona turned toward their windows, sliding a metallic protective barrier in front of their viewing glass.

“Xena, remember the plan, don’t fire unless I order you to do so. Leo, if I’m killed or incapacitated, you will take command,” Luther ordered. I gulped as I kept my eyes forward.

“Understood,” Leo said confidently.

“Awaiting your orders, Engineer,” Xena replied. A powerful gust of howling wind swooped from the west as I eased over the hill toward the factory. 

The path ahead was mostly rock and dirt, with several pine saplings dotted throughout. I avoided them on our approach, weaving back and forth. 

Leo peered through his firing port. “I can’t see that much,” he muttered. He glanced over his shoulder at Xena. “I’m wondering, can you project what you see onto the front dash camera?” Leo asked.

“I can,” Xena replied.

“Engineer, what if Xena peeked out of the ceiling gun port to give us another set of eyes, minus all the blind spots in the interior,” he said.

“Excellent idea. Do it now,” Luther ordered. Xena stood up as the backup camera flickered, then revealed her perspective as she panned back and forth.

I could feel my heart pounding as we leveled out onto the flat ground, but I didn’t want to show that I was nervous. One advantage I kept reminding myself of was that the Mauler made no engine sound. The electric battery was almost completely silent, giving us the opportunity to surprise them. 

I saw the outer metal fence, now only sixty meters in front of us. There was a parking lot with a dozen work trucks buried in snow beyond it.

I ran over the fence and we made our way around the right side of the parking lot. The factory was right in front of us, only twenty meters. I pointed at a path that ran the length of the factory. “I’m thinking I should take this route until we reach the end of the structure, what do you think?” I whispered to Luther. 

“Agreed, just keep an eye out for alternative escape options,” he replied as his head swiveled around in all directions.

I moved down along the wall as Neona and Leo scanned their surroundings with wide eyes. I could see faded Russian graffiti spray-painted on the rusted factory next to me. There was a metal door on the side of the building in front of us. It had a large overhanging roof, for smoking breaks I assumed. 

There was a collapsed picnic table under it. The wood had been stripped off, leaving only the metal frame. I noticed two filthy mattresses near the wall, partially covered by snow. There was also a half dozen hi-tech assault rifles scattered about. Some of them had been taken apart.

“Wanderers that came here over the years probably thought they hit the jackpot with all these rifles,” Leo said.

“I would have too, but they’re useless without the military codes to activate them,” Neona muttered.

Luther’s radio beeped. Its abrupt static sound annoyed me as I scanned for movement. “Engineer, it’s highly likely you’ll run into convoy vehicles around the corner of that building. Caution is advised,” the scout said, keeping his voice down.

Luther put down the radio as he leaned forward. I slowed down as we approached within fifteen meters of the end of the building. “See anything?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Leo replied.

I crept to the edge of the building and stopped. “Xena, is anyone around?” I asked.

“No visual, and no lifeforms detected in the immediate area. I would estimate they’re inside the structure, but I’m not picking them up,” Xena replied. 

I crawled forward slowly, using an elevated docking bay to obscure the Mauler. Xena was just high enough to see over it.

“Contact,” Luther said, looking down at the dash-mounted screen. Through Xena’s optics, we could see several vehicles. 

“Pan left, Xena,” Luther ordered. They were backed up to the dock about thirty meters from us. One of them was a large transport vehicle, while the other were small 4 x 4 single cab trucks. I took notice of their honeycomb-shaped solar panels on the hoods of the vehicles. Panels appeared to be on the roofs as well, but I didn’t have the best viewing angle. 

The rear gate to the largest truck was open and it was loaded down with rifles that were stacked inside cargo bins on pallets.

“Where’s the anti-aircraft vehicle?” Leo asked. 

“There,” Luther replied. I noticed a vehicle that looked like a small tank parked away from the others. The top of the vehicle was shaped like a dome. It was painted white with dual cannons that were three meters long and aimed away from the factory.

“That’s a Russian ZSU-X2. Twin laser cannons,” Xena identified. I knew the variant well myself. It was deadly efficient in my day, one of the most feared AA tanks in existence. It was highly mobile, and it could easily shoot down aircraft within a nineteen-kilometer altitude. This was exactly what we needed, if it was operational.

“Captain, you’re familiar with the ZSU?” Xena asked. 

“I am,” I replied.

“Then you will recall that it can be set to autonomous and can identify local ground threats based on movement and radar sensors,” she reminded. I backed up as I noticed its guns slowly rotating.

“Its sensors are active now?” Luther asked. 

“Looks like it’s on guard duty while the raiders load up supplies,” I said. The dash cam feed flickered momentarily. “Captain, I’m accessing the ZSU’s files... downloaded. Permission to disable the vehicle’s detection system?” she asked.

I looked at Luther. He nodded. “Permission granted,” I said. Xena exited the Mauler and peered around the corner of the structure. She waited several seconds before darting out of sight.

“I hope she doesn’t stir the hornet’s nest too early,” Neona said.

“She won’t,” I said, controlling my breathing as I counted the seconds. “Xena, can you hear me?” I asked through my helmet’s microphone.

“Yes, Captain, I’m navigating toward the vehicle by slipping between its detection system. Its laser cones are visible to me... I’ve reached the vehicle,” she said. A small window appeared inside my helmet so that I could see Xena in action. She was underneath the tank tracks. I could hear the vehicle’s automated system panning back and forth as she removed a large panel on the undercarriage. 

Xena put her head inside the dark inlet. I couldn’t see anything. She reached inside with her hands. Sparks flew out, giving me a quick view inside to a box full of circuitry as her hands moved like lightning. The sound of the guns rotating above stopped. “Motion sensors disabled,” she said.

“Good, is the vehicle operational? Do the guns fire?” I asked. Xena stood up and looked over the vehicle. “It appears to be in working order, Captain. Should I do a test fire to be sure?” she asked.

“No Xena! Don’t test the cannons here!” I shouted.

“Oh, sorry, Captain, poor attempt at humor. If the weapons malfunction, I can likely troubleshoot it with the right tools later,” she said.

I sighed loudly. “Can you hijack the vehicle remotely without them detecting an intrusion?” I asked. Luther’s head whipped toward me. I grinned. “It’s worth a shot, and we can still bait the raiders back to General Haik,” I said. 

“Can she do it?” he asked.

“Attempting remote access... working...” she replied.

“Get back to the Mauler and keep it up,” I ordered.

“On the way,” she said. Xena hurried back inside. 

Luther pointed at the dock. “Victoria, pull in front of that large cargo truck full of laser rifles,” he ordered. I did so, looking around as I moved forward. Now we were exposed.

Other than the large cargo truck, there were two smaller vehicles backed up at the dock on each side of it. I noticed some of them were equipped with mounted guns. “What are we doing?” I hurried.

“Neona, Leo, destroy the mounted weapons on those vehicles and return immediately,” Luther ordered.

Even though I wasn’t sure Kodiak gave a damn about these solar panels, this was what we agreed on. It was important that we didn’t destroy the vehicles before bringing them back, but we had to survive the return voyage.

Leo and Neona flung open their doors and rushed to their objective. It almost seemed like they were in competition with one another as they sprinted side by side before branching off.

I blinked rapidly, attempting to clear the sweat from my eyes as it made it difficult to see. I removed my helmet and wiped it. Luther opened his door. 

“Hey. What’s wrong?” I said.

“Taking advantage of the opportunity,” he said, standing on the Mauler’s tracks. Just in front of him was the large cargo truck. He ignited his sword, swiping completely through the hood, slicing it in half. “What the hell,” I muttered. 

Sparks flew up into the air as the left side of the truck crashed onto the snow, creating a loud clank. I could see the large black battery that powered the vehicle, now cut in half. The smell of burnt metal and plastic swept into our cabin with the wind. Then the transport burst into flames.

“I thought we were bringing all these vehicles to the nomads?” I asked Luther. 

“Not this one. It’s too large and cumbersome to follow us anyway, but we’re already here, and I’m making sure to slow down their supply chain,” he replied.

He took Neona’s advice, but he did it his own way.

Neona and Leo cut down the mounted weapons off each truck with their swords. As they collapsed, the gun on Neona’s truck crashed forward, breaking the pickup’s rear glass. “Shit,” she mouthed. 

They rushed back, clambering back into the Mauler. 

“Xena?” I asked.

“No lifeforms detected, Captain,” she replied.

“Go, here,” Luther pointed ahead to a large cargo bin about eighty meters from the dock. “Park behind it but position us so that we can see the vehicles,” Luther ordered. I pushed forward and ran over a pallet and circled around the long, steel cargo bin, nearly slamming into a forklift that I couldn’t see on the opposite side. I braked hard as the front of the Mauler tapped the forklift. 

I backed up and took the turn again, aiming the Mauler back toward the factory. From here, we were positioned so that we could see them come out of the structure, and we were virtually concealed by the cargo bin.

“Two lifeforms approaching from inside the structure. They must have been underground. Four... seven... twelve... now fifteen lifeforms, Captain,” Xena said. 

“They know someone’s here now,” I said. 

“And that’s exactly what I want,” Luther said. 

“Fuck,” Neona muttered.

I put back on my helmet and zoomed in as a figure came into view. “Contact, on the dock,” I said.  I could see a tall, bald man wearing a long white and stone camouflage military coat. He was extremely pale, nearly as white as the snow. There was a small black filtration device covering his nose and mouth.

His coat had faded military insignias on the shoulders that looked like golden eagles. I noticed one of his eyes was red like Kodiak’s. Around the red eye was a patch of purple varicose veins the size of a baseball. He stopped on a dime as he looked back and forth at the trucks then scanned his surroundings. He threw up his hands in frustration as the cargo truck was now engulfed in flames.

He held a device next to his mouth. I could faintly hear him speaking. “Captain, he’s ordering an immediate patrol of the factory,” Xena said. Fourteen more men in similar military outfits emerged one by one on the dock. 

Their leader pointed down at the ground and barked orders as four armed soldiers hurried to an old truck parked away from the dock.

“They’re going to be looking for us. Everyone, buckle up,” I said. Two of the raiders jumped in the bed as the driver and passenger entered the single cab truck. “Victoria... when I tell you, I want you to ram that patrol truck,” he said.

I looked at Luther. “Destroy it?” I asked.

“No. Crash into them without disabling the vehicle. Can you do it?” he asked me. 

“I can, a sideswipe will do,” I assured.

“Uh, what?” Neona asked confused. The raider patrol took off, passing in front of their comrades. 

Luther held his hand up. “Wait... Wait... Now!” Luther shouted, dropping his hand, and pointing at the patrol.

Without hesitation, I pushed in the throttle about seventy percent. “Oh God,” Neona said. Leo put his hands on the dash as the electric engine silently delivered instant torque, pinning our heads back and launching us forward. I heard one of the raiders on the dock began screaming at the driver of the truck as we aimed toward them.

It was too late. They couldn’t hear us coming, and the Mauler was too fast. The driver had enough time to turn his head toward us. He put his hands over his face. 

I misjudged my approach. It was too fast.

I held on to the steering wheel tight and smashed into the side of the truck. The driver’s skull shattered the side window as we jolted forward on collision. “Arr-gah!” I called out.

On impact, the tires on the left side of the truck lifted a meter off the ground. The two occupants in the bed of the truck were ejected like they were shot out of circus cannons, soaring over their comrades, and slamming into the dock wall four meters high. Their bodies smashed into the wall as they clacked against the concrete platform. “Get the hell outta here!” Neona yelled. 

“I am!” I shouted back as I ripped the gears in reverse then threw it in first gear, launching us forward.

“Keep your heads down!” Luther roared. 

Half of the raiders were in complete confusion, while others aimed weapons at us as we sped away. I noticed the man with the red eye aiming a large pistol at us as we fled. It fired, kicking back with tremendous recoil as a booming gunshot erupted. A golf ball sized hole was punched through the top of Neona’s steel door then the bullet burrowed into the back rest of my seat. 

Luther ran his hand behind me frantically. 

“Am I hit?” I asked.

“No. You’d know it. That was a fifty caliber,” he replied.

In my rearview I could see the raiders jumping off the docks and scrambling to their vehicles. “Captain, that maneuver caused one fatality and two serious injuries,” Xena informed. 

“It also got their attention! And I mean all of them!” Neona said with her eyes glued to the back-firing port. 

I hit the throttle, gaining as much distance as possible without leaving them behind. I didn’t want the trap to seem too obvious. I slowed just before a small hill. “What are you doing?” Leo asked. 

“Waiting,” I replied.

The convoy rounded the corner of the factory in a hurry. I could see the trucks’ frames bobbing up and down on their shocks as they pursued us out of the parking lot and onto the ground. They plowed through a ditch on the outskirts of the factory at seventy kilometers per hour. I noticed the lead truck almost lose control. 

“We really pissed them off,” Leo said.

Bringing up the rear, I could see the anti-aircraft gun. It appeared to have difficulty keeping up as it lagged behind the others.

Gunfire erupted behind us as bullets whizzed by the cabin. “That’s small arms fire, Captain,” Xena said.

“I know.”

I took off, backtracking the route we came. The lead convoy truck was about one hundred and thirty meters behind me and gaining ground fast. I pushed up the hill past the metal tower, staying far to the left of the concealed nomad scout.

The radio beeped. “General, the raider convoy is in pursuit of the Legion’s vehicle! Six vehicles total!” the scout said excitedly.

“We’re waiting,” General Haik replied. 

I allowed the convoy to see glimpses of the Mauler before speeding around obstacles, using thickets of trees and elevation changes to my advantage. My goal was to prevent them from having the opportunity to aim at us, but still give them something to chase. 

Despite the obvious risk of this situation, it was an admittedly thrilling and empowering experience as I pushed the Mauler to its limits. I was forced to slow down often to avoid hitting objects, but on straight lines, I floored the accelerator, shifting gears as I felt the incredible, visceral power of the Mauler. Black smoke poured out of the exhaust as the engine roared and echoed off the landscape.

“Captain, your average speed has increased to eighty-nine kilometers per hour, we will reach General Haik’s ambush point rapidly in comparison to our initial trip to the factory,” Xena informed.

“That’s the point!” I shouted as I navigated the winding path. I was forced to take turns faster than I wanted, and the Mauler wasn’t the best at managing sharp bends. 

All at once, I veered around a large boulder on the path, nearly hitting it. As I dodged the obstacle, I ran over a downed tree. The impact nearly stopped us as the Mauler climbed the trunk. Wood snapped and popped beneath us as I floored it. The tank track teeth ripped through the rotten, wet log like a ten-ton chainsaw, flinging bark high into the air as we broke free.

“They’re gaining on us. Fast,” Neona said, peeking through the rear firing port.

“Hostiles within sixty meters Captain,” Xena said. Suddenly, gunshots erupted as flashes of light strobed passed us. 

“Taking laser and ballistic fire.” Xena said. She stood up and flared out her body as wide as possible behind me. Bullets peppered the Mauler’s armor and sparks flew up in the cabin as Xena’s body jolted from machine gun fire. Her glowing blue eyes flickered as she held on to the seat in front of her, shielding me from the projectiles.

“Xena?” I yelled.

“Just a scratch, Captain,” she said.

“The raiders are too close! Hold on!” I swerved off the path through a dense patch of pine trees. Luther pushed open his door and ignited his sword, holding on to the door with his off hand. “Luther!” I shouted. 

“Trust me,” he said.

He began slicing trees in half. “Rrr-agh!” he shouted as the scorching blade melted through the pines. In my rearview, I could see them slowly timbering over as the convoy was forced to evade them, spinning one of them out completely. He climbed back inside as I jumped a small hill, rocketing out of the forest onto a tundra full of rolling drifts of snow. 

“We’re moving off course, we need to move southeast,” Leo reminded.

“I understand. I need to put some distance between us first,” I replied. I had to get off the road. I wanted to take these raiders where I had the advantage. The wind whipped directly at us, skimming powdered snow and ice off the rolling drifts ahead and pelting the front glass. It sounded like small bits of gravel. 

There was a moment when I caught Luther looking at me. I got the feeling he wanted to say something, but he chose not to. It was probably the better decision to trust my gut at this point, and he knew it.

In my rearview, I could see the convoy vehicles as they followed us into the tundra. They began jumping the drifts. One truck hit a drift too fast as the front end slammed hard into the snow. The front grille snapped off as the vehicle skirted along on two wheels before regaining control. “That’s it! You got one,” Neona laughed with a touch of nervousness. 

After a few jumps, the trucks began to slow down. “They’re backing off!” Leo shouted.

“I knew it. Those trucks are fast, but they can’t take these drifts like the Mauler,” I replied as we smacked into another one, sending chunks of ice and snow in all directions. 

I noticed the convoy coming together in a single file line. They were changing their tactics. Now they were following my exact path in a single line. I was destroying and matting down the drifts, allowing them to move faster. 

I steered back toward the southeast to get back on track. “At this trajectory and speed, we will arrive at the General’s ambush point in three minutes and fourteen seconds, Captain,” Xena said. Luther pointed in the distance at the twin mountains. “See it?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. I noticed my hands were beginning to cramp from the intensity of the situation and gripping the steering wheel. Luther noticed me straighten out my fingers. “Is there anything I can do?” he offered, lowering his voice.

“No. I got it, we’re almost there,” I replied without hesitation. He nodded as I thought about what was ahead. 

“Luther... we’re doing this, right? We’re helping Kodiak assassinate General Haik?” I asked. I’m not sure why I wanted him to reconfirm at that moment. Perhaps because it was difficult to believe that we were boxed into this situation.

He looked at me. “Yes. Get us up on the side of the mountain as close as you can to Haik, Kodiak’s men will take care of the rest,” he said confidently and looked away. He couldn’t be as sure of himself as he let on. How could he be? There was no way to forecast what would happen afterwards. The reality was, we needed that anti-aircraft tank to stop the Moderator, and Luther was forced to gamble and pick a side. While Kodiak had the element of surprise, I estimated that General Haik had more men loyal to him. In my mind, this could go either way.

“They stopped firing,” Leo said, glued to the rear firing port window.

“My guess is they want to be as close as possible before shooting again,” Neona said.

We barreled up a slight incline three hundred meters before the ambush valley. I zoomed in with my helmet’s visor. I could faintly see Haik’s men. On the mountain on my right, I observed the concealed soldiers in white camouflage, hunkered down in the snow, waiting. Their fifty-caliber machine gun was covered with a white cloth that flapped in the wind.

The mountain on the left was slightly taller. I scanned for Kodiak’s snipers at the highest point. All I could see was faint outlines of their sniper rifles. I assumed their bodies were buried in the snow. I took in a deep breath. 

I glanced up at the rearview, the lead convoy truck was fifty meters behind us. Further back, I could make out the anti-aircraft tank far in the distance.  

The twin mountains filled my view ahead as the wind funneled between them. Snow flurries began to fall again as they whipped around erratically.

I sized up the right side of the mountain where Haik and his men were. It wasn’t an incredibly steep bank at only thirty degrees, but it appeared uneven with several indentations that could cause us to slide off.

I gripped the steering wheel as we entered the valley. It was like entering a wind tunnel as the gusts of snow blasted the front windshield. I let off the throttle momentarily, allowing the raiders to get closer. 

I sped up as they approached within forty meters.

“Were taking fire,” Xena said calmly. I swerved side to side.

As the mountain route approached, I veered left, then cut back right hard up the hill. The Mauler began to vibrate as we took the rocky ramp at a slant. “Captain, there are two vehicles following us, the others went through the valley,” she said. I knew this might happen. 

“They split up!” Leo shouted.

“Keep going!” Luther ordered as he braced his hands on the dash. Haik’s nomads were only thirty meters in front of me as I roared up the incline. We passed directly beside the nomads. As the raiders followed behind us, dozens of nomads sprung up from the snow and the machine gun cloth was ripped away, revealing the ambush. 

“Oh, my god,” Neona said.

A furious booming sound went off as I saw one of the raider trucks behind us spin out. The vehicle behind it rear-ended it right in front of the nomads as they filled both vehicles’ cabins full of lead. The machine gun turned its attention below, ripping apart the convoy vehicles down in the valley. 

“Engineer, why are you on the mountain, that wasn’t the plan and—” General Haik yelled over the radio. His voice was cut off as gunfire from the opposite site of the mountain erupted.

I looked out my firing port and saw the nomads weren’t shooting at the vehicles anymore, but each other. The nomads near us were returning fire at the snipers high on the opposite mountain. 

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” one of Haik’s men yelled over the radio. 

I watched through the rearview mirror as Kodiak and another man emerged from behind General Haik’s men. They mowed them down, shooting most of them in the back with submachineguns. 

Wounded, the fifty-caliber machine gunner swiveled around his turret to return fire, but his head exploded into a pink mist as Kodiak’s comrade shot him down.

“Shit,” Leo said.

A young male turned around and put his hands up. He kneeled. “Kodiak, wait! I didn’t do anything, I just followed Haik’s orders and—”

Kodiak looked him in the eyes and shot him dead. He chuckled as steam rose up from the dead bodies. The sun peeked through the clouds, shining down on the corpses littered along the mountain pass.

“So much for it looking like an accident. This was just a massacre,” Neona said.

“Kodiak simply used the confusion of the convoy to his advantage,” Luther replied. 

The radio beeped. “Engineer... they... betrayed us... please...stop them,” General Haik pleaded. 

“I see him.” Leo pointed. Haik was crawling toward us. I could see blood running down the corners of his mouth as he stretched out his hand. Luther held the radio out in front of him, staring at it. 

A gunshot was fired from the opposite mountain as his face collapsed into the snow. His dead eyes appeared to be fixed on us.

“Haik didn’t have a clue this was coming,” Neona muttered. I glanced at Luther and thought about all the times he must have avoided death in his reign. I wagered part of the reason he was still alive was because of his ability to sniff out an ambush.

“We have our own concerns.” Luther pointed past Haik’s men. In the distance, I could see the anti-aircraft tank. It never made it to valley. The driver likely witnessed the beginnings of the ambush, and now it was in full retreat. 

As I zoomed in with my helmet’s visor, I noticed one of the convoy trucks had looped around the mountain, regrouping with the AA tank. It had apparently made it all the way through the valley because the nomads were too focused on each other.

“Chase it down,” Luther ordered.

Neona shook her head. “Kodiak didn’t give a damn about those solar panels! If he did, none of those vehicles would have made it through the valley. This whole mission was so he could isolate General Haik far away from their colony and murder him,” she theorized. 

I edged down the mountain after the anti-aircraft gun. 

The radio beeped. “Engineer. Why are you leaving so soon?” Kodiak asked casually.

Luther held the radio close to his mouth. He paused briefly. “To claim our part of the bargain, remember? And you said this was supposed to look like an accident, you murdered more than half your own men,” Luther replied. 

“Well, you of all people know how unexpected things can happen. The men loyal to General Haik didn’t see his death as an accident and started shooting at our men. We were forced to kill them. It’s unfortunate that so many men had to die, but the outcome is still the same. You’re not going to stay and celebrate this new era of our alliance?” he asked. I could hear someone cheering in the background. 

Luther ignored him and put away the radio. He glanced at me before staring ahead at the anti-aircraft tank. It was about four hundred meters ahead of us. “I’m done with Kodiak. We gave him what he wanted, now he can deal with it. I want that anti-aircraft tank,” Luther said. 

I pushed around a thicket of trees. “We’ll catch it in less than a minute, it’s too slow to outrun the Mauler,” I said, attempting to ease his worries. I cut them off by climbing a small hill as the two raider vehicles disappeared over it. 

I slowed down as I reached the top of the hill. My eyes widened. “Shit,” I said, I noticed the anti-aircraft guns pointed directly up at us. It was parked, setting up its own ambush. I shifted in reverse and floored it as flashes of light strobed in front of us, melting the snow. Steam poured into the air as it continued to fire. I stopped, looking left and right.

“We’re too fast, they’re forced to stay to fight,” Leo said.

“Captain, the energy output of that weapon is sufficient to kill us with a single direct hit. The Mauler’s armor is adequate to repel small arms fire, but not high-powered energy weapons that are designed to shoot down aircraft,” Xena said. 

“Any ideas?” I asked Luther. I wasn’t taking the bait by going straight at it.

“Incoming hostiles on the right flank,” Xena said. She jumped up on the minigun turret as everyone looked to our right. The truck escorting the AA tank was barreling toward us. The passenger climbed out of the window, holding something in his hand. 

“Explosives!” Leo yelled. I continued in reverse as the man reared back to toss the object at us. I heard the Mauler’s minigun spool up as he heaved his arm forward, but he was riddled with bullets before he could throw it.

Xena tattered the small 4x4 single cab truck. The front tires instantly burst as the vehicle nosedived into the snow. The forward glass shattered as blood sprayed the cabin. I noticed the driver attempt to bail out of the vehicle, but he was torn apart as he reached for the door handle. The hood flew up and the engine bay was peppered with hundreds of holes as black smoke poured from the vehicle.

“Cease fire!” Luther roared over the gun.

“Understood! Target down!” Xena shouted. I could hear the minigun’s whine as it slowly spooled down.

I eased around the left side of the hill to get eyes on the AA tank. 

“It’s gone,” I said, throttling forward after it through a dense forest. “Slow down,” Luther said. Ahead there was a fast-moving river that snaked around a rocky path. Just before it was the AA tank, parked on the bank of the river. The hatch on the top of it was popped open. 

“Captain, it appears the tank’s guns are malfunctioning, I’m detecting a single lifeform in the area,” Xena said. As we neared, I noticed a man standing next to the river. It was the cyborg from the factory with the red eye, the man that reminded me of Kodiak. 

I approached cautiously within fifty meters.

“I’m not letting Kodiak take me alive, so go on, kill me now!” the cyborg shouted. 

Luther got out of the vehicle and stood on the tracks. “There’s been enough killing for one day. Why don’t you head down the river?” Luther suggested.

The cyborg looked over his shoulder at us before taking a big step forward toward the freezing, raging waters. “You have no idea what kind of man you’re working for.”

“I don’t work for Kodiak,” Luther replied.

“Then why are you here?” the cyborg asked. Luther ignored him, staring at the AA tank.

All at once, the man’s knee exploded in a red mist, immediately followed by the sound of a loud gunshot. The cyborg fell, holding his leg as he groaned in agony.

Luther focused his attention to our left as a jeep emerged in the distance. Kodiak was hanging out of the passenger window holding a long rifle pointed at the cyborg. 

“Dammit,” Leo said.

“Just stay put for now,” Luther ordered me.

The jeep stopped a few meters before the cyborg as Kodiak and one of his comrades got out of the vehicle. “Well, well,” Kodiak said. He glanced at us and smiled before looking back at the injured cyborg.

“If this isn’t bad luck, I don’t know what is,” Kodiak chuckled as he approached the cyborg. 

Kodiak stood over him and poked his wound with the gun barrel. 

“Aa-ah!” the cyborg shouted in pain.

“Tigus. You might wanna get that leg checked by a doctor,” he said, snickering. Kodiak’s associate smiled from ear to ear.

“Of all people, Tigus, I didn’t expect you to be all the way out here running guns for the Ghosts of the Red Army. I thought you’d be sitting on a throne somewhere, enjoying the spoils of war,” Kodiak said.

Tigus took off his gasmask and spat up at Kodiak. He panted heavily as he crawled toward the water. Kodiak aimed his rifle down at the ground, blasting his other kneecap from behind. 

“Ah-h-h!” he struggled. 

“Well stop moving, Tigus! I’m not done talking to you. When I give you permission to die, then you can,” Kodiak warned. 

Tigus glared up at Kodiak. “Traitor! You killed hundreds of our men for the Architect!” he yelled.

My eyes shifted toward Luther as he leaned forward, bracing his hands on the dash. I heard his metallic fingertips screech against the metal for a moment.

Kodiak glanced at us before staring down at Tigus. “You’re delusional. I was always loyal to the Warden. Not the Mave. Everyone knows this. You’re a raider. A pillager. A liar. How could anyone believe you after the horrors you and your men have committed.”

“You never batted an eye when you were one of us,” Tigus challenged. 

Tigus sat up. He pointed at Kodiak. “You’re a conspirator against mankind. Both of us were approached by the Architect because of our cybernetic origins. She wanted us to help convince the rest of our men that becoming machine was the only path to survival. I, along with my lieutenants, rejected the Architect’s offer, but you didn’t! You killed my lieutenants, and all those opposed to your view, you—” 

“No more lies!” Kodiak raised his weapon to Tigus’ face and stepped on his knee, twisting his foot on the bloody wound as Tigus called out in pain. Kodiak shoved his rifle deep into Tigus’ mouth and pressed his head back, plunging his head into the freezing river waters.

I noticed one of Kodiak’s men grimace as he shook his head. 

After several seconds, Kodiak let him up for air. Tigus took in a deep breath. “Tigus, give me those access codes to those military rifles, and I will kill you quickly. We both know how long I can drag this out,” Kodiak offered, stomping on Tigus’ leg wound.

Tigus spat up in Kodiak’s face before he was dunked back into the water with the gun barrel.

Tigus grabbed the rifle with both hands as his body jolted back and forth. Kodiak laughed. “Come on, Tigus! You can’t do better than that? We’re cut from the same cloth you and I! All that training and enhancements, this is all you got?” Kodiak taunted while laughing hysterically. 

After several seconds of Tigus struggling, Kodiak stopped laughing and turned toward his men.  “Look at this,” he said with wide eyes. 

Tigus began to fight back, surfacing momentarily as he removed the gun from his mouth. He coughed. “You’re a fucking coward, Kodiak! The Architect offered you eternal life and you betrayed us!” Tigus shouted, putting the gun back in his mouth.

Kodiak immediately fired the weapon, blowing the top half of Tigus’ head off. Bone and blood splashed into the water as Kodiak furiously kicked him, knocking his corpse into the water. I watched it drift away as blood filled the water. Kodiak slowly turned toward us and sighed. 

“Sire, just give us the word. This man is a traitor against mankind,” Leo asserted. Luther clenched his fists. I could hear the leather glove under his armor stretching. 

“Captain, the remainder of Kodiak’s nomads are approaching from our left. Seventy meters. Your orders?” Xena alerted me. I panned across and noticed the transport truck loaded down with two dozen of Kodiak’s men. The large truck dipped up and down through the snowy ruts, I could see Kodiak’s men staring at us. 

Luther looked at me and shook his head. He sat back inside the Mauler. 

“Xena, hold,” I ordered.

“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. We need that AA tank and Kodiak is in our way,” Neona said.

“We’re all nervous, Neona, be ready for anything,” Leo replied. 

The transport truck pulled in front of Kodiak as he walked next to the driver. I saw him glance at us a few times. 

“Xena, can you pick up their conversation?” I asked.

“Negative, they’re keeping their voices low,” she replied. After nearly a minute of conversation, Kodiak stepped toward us with two men in tow. Both soldiers were armed but appeared calm. Kodiak slung his rifle over his shoulder by the strap and cautiously approached Luther’s side of the vehicle.

My foot was grazing against the throttle petal as I sized up the situation. If things went bad, my first thought was to ram the transport truck full of Kodiak’s men. The transport was sitting profile to us, and despite its size, I felt I could get under its high frame and flip it over with a direct impact. 

Kodiak stopped five meters from the Mauler and stared up at Luther. I noticed he wasn’t normally his cocky self. “Engineer. A word,” he said respectfully.

Luther slid open his firing port. 

Kodiak cleared his throat. “I want you to know that Tigus was a bitter man that had lost his way. If you were able to hear our conversation, I hope his delusional ramblings haven’t diminished the chances of our alliance working out.”

Luther put his hand on the door handle. I gulped. “Kodiak, at this point, I’m unconcerned with your feud. I’m here for our part of the bargain,” he said, nodding at the AA tank. 

Kodiak looked over his shoulder at the AA tank. He paused. “Yes, of course. It’s a good thing to have General Haik out of the picture now. You know, he never told you who these men were for fear you wouldn’t help us. I disagreed with his plan to keep that information from you,” Kodiak said.

“But you didn’t tell us the truth when you had the chance either,” Luther replied. 

Kodiak shook his head and stretched out his hands. “I wanted to tell you, and I would have, if I was in command then, but General Haik had already convinced you to come all this way. It seemed like your assistance would be for the betterment of both our colonies since you were already here.”

“And now we’re all involved, and we’re an enemy of these raiders, because we were lied to,” Luther replied. 

Kodiak sighed. “I was a member of the Ghosts of the Red Army for many years. They’re skilled trackers, but I highly doubt they were able to positively identify you and radio back to their command headquarters.”

“And who am I to hold responsible if they did?” Luther asked.

Kodiak crossed his arms. “Engineer. The Ghosts will be a threat to our colonies, eventually. They’ll be a problem whether you decide to address them now, or later. We destroyed the only vehicles in their possession, that’s one of the main reasons we decided to stop their convoy. I suggest we unite as one and go back to the factory while we have the chance,” he said. Luther paused and looked past Kodiak. 

“Why?” Luther asked.

“For the spoils of war. There are thousands of military laser rifles at that factory for the taking, we need to take possession of what we can and destroy the rest before the Ghosts find a way to acquire them,” Kodiak said.

“You can’t use them, remember? You don’t have the access codes,” Luther reminded. 

Kodiak held up his finger. “I don’t yet. One of the raiders survived the ambush. He’s being treated in the valley for wounds. Soran will interrogate him now and he will give us the information we need. You want to help us torture him?” he asked.

“I have other commitments,” Luther replied.

Kodiak paused for a few moments. “If you would reconsider and help us recover the weapons, I’ll give you half of them,” he offered. 

“For now, my people need me. We’re returning to the Legion,” Luther concluded. His tone suggested he wasn’t interested in any further cooperation with Kodiak, but he left the possibility open to perhaps persuade Kodiak from taking any drastic measures.

Kodiak gestured back toward Tigus. “Before you go, let me be very clear about what Tigus said. I left the Ghosts of the Red Army because of the civilian killings. Women, children, it didn’t matter. I’ve done plenty of evil things, but that’s where I draw the line. That’s the real reason why I parted ways with these men, and I killed many of Tigus’ soldiers, but it was out of anger for their atrocities. Tigus was a skilled manipulator, and he’d like nothing more than to cause a rift between our two colonies by spewing lies. That’s what can destroy the Ghosts of the Red Army, our combined might, so associating me with one your sworn enemies, such as the Architect was an obvious lie,” Kodiak said.

“Our sworn enemy,” Luther corrected. 

Kodiak’s eyes widened. “Yes, that’s what I mean. Humanity’s sworn enemy,” he replied. 

Kodiak looked back at the AA tank. “Well, there’s your prize. Take it.”

“And don’t forget yours—the solar panels from the destroyed vehicles. Many men died for them,” Luther said. Kodiak glanced at the ground and looked away. Luther pointed toward the AA Tank and glanced at me. “Let’s go,” he ordered. I eased past Kodiak. 

I was still on edge. I could feel my heart pounding. At any moment, I felt like this whole situation could fall apart. I was unnerved by how calm Luther was. The only factor that suppressed my fears was Kodiak’s belief that he needed the Legion to fight off his former foes. Other than that, it felt like bullets could start flying.

The nomads’ transport truck lurched toward us. It seemed to slow down as it neared, and all the nomads stared at us with vacant, murderous faces as I tried not to make eye contact. They had just killed their own men only minutes ago. 

We stopped beside the AA tank. Kodiak opened the passenger side door of his jeep and glanced at us before stepping inside. They slowly puttered away from us.  

I parked next to the AA tank. “Neona, take over for Xena on our machine gun,” Luther ordered. 

“On it,” she said. Luther and Xena exited the Mauler and approached the tank, looking it over. 

“Can you repair it?” Luther asked.

Xena hopped up on the AA tank. She scanned the cannons and entered the vehicle’s hatch on the top. After several minutes, she emerged, sticking her head back out of the hatch. 

“Well?” Luther asked.

“It appears there’s no issue with the vehicle’s mobility, but the weapon systems have malfunctioned due to a software issue. I should be able to repair it in less than two hours using the tools we have onboard the Mauler,” Xena replied. 

Luther panned left and right. “I don’t like the idea of escorting this vehicle back home without its defenses, but sitting here for two hours, that’s pushing it,” he said. 

Xena’s glowing blue eyes flickered. “It’s possible I could reduce the repair time by half an hour if someone could assist me. This repair will require me climbing in and out of the vehicle and entering its undercarriage inlet repeatedly,” she explained.

Luther nodded. “We repair it here then. Leo—I mean, Neona, switch with me. I’ll get on the gun and you assist Xena. I can’t fit under the vehicle. Victoria, Leo, stay in the Mauler and keep an eye out,” Luther ordered as Neona jumped down from the Mauler. 

Neona looked up at Xena in the AA tank. “Just so you know, I don’t have any training with something like this,” she said.

“I’ll walk you through what to do,” Xena replied.

Leo sighed and slumped his head slightly. His missing arm made him less useful in these situations. He couldn’t man the gun or assist Xena.

He lifted what was left of his arm, staring at me. “I’m wondering why the hell the Engineer brought me out here in the first place,” Leo said. I looked at him as he gazed out of the window. 

“Because even without your arm, you’re as valuable to Luther as anyone else is. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here,” I replied as Luther got in the back seat. He glanced at Leo and I and paused before climbing up onto the minigun.   

I noticed Leo’s head whip toward the AA tank. I followed his eyes as Xena collapsed forward, banging her face into the AA tank. Neona looked back at me puzzled and shrugged as Xena lay there motionless. “I didn’t do anything,” she said.

I opened the door. “Xena? Can you hear me, what happened?” I asked. There was no response.

“We don’t need this, not now,” Neona said. Xena’s neck swiveled back and forth as she picked herself up. She looked around, confused. “Captain, it appears my system reset without my consent,” she said.

“That’s not normal, is it?” I asked.

“No. This android’s software, while familiar, might have some nuances that’ll need to adjust to, either that or it’s a glitch due to the android’s age. It won’t happen again,” she said, outstretching her metallic fingers in front of her face.

“Please. See that it doesn’t,” I replied. 
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Chapter 7
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EIGHTY MINUTES LATER...

Xena climbed out of the AA tank and stood atop it, tugging on the dual cannons. “That’s it. Engineer, we finished earlier than expected, the anti-aircraft tank’s weapons are now operational,” she said, looking at him as the small snow flurries drifted down on her body.

Luther nodded. “You know it works for certain?” he asked.

Xena turned toward the tank. “Absolutely. I was able to pinpoint and correct the issue. When the raider Tigus fired its laser cannons at us, he expended enough battery power to cause the system to automatically restrict his access.”

“Why?” he asked.

“To save power for mobility. I would wager these men didn’t have a good understanding of the software. I’ve since corrected this issue to favor firepower so that when we engage the Moderator, we can deplete the battery completely using the cannons, if need be,” she answered.

“Does it have enough power to return home?” Luther asked.

“Yes,” she replied. 

Luther paused. “Good. I want you to drive it back. Follow the Mauler at a distance of thirty meters and watch our rear flank,” he ordered.

“Understood,” she replied.

“Neona,” Luther spoke up as she made her way back to the Mauler. 

“Sire?” she asked.

“You’re back on Mauler minigun duty, if I need to hop up on the weapon, be ready,” he said, lowering himself back into the cabin.

“Roger that,” she replied. Luther came around and got in the front seat beside me. He glanced at Leo before locking eyes with me. “You okay?” he asked me, lowering his voice. 

“Tired, but I’m fine,” I said, grinning at him. He nodded slowly. I could feel his warmth as he sat right beside me.

“I can drive if you need me to, just let me know,” he said softly. 

“Thanks. But I’m good,” I replied. I eased the Mauler forward and looked out of my rearview mirror to make sure Xena was behind us. 

“Remember our escapades... on the jeep trails? I hardly ever let you drive,” I recalled. 

“Not much has changed,” he said, staring at me.

I raised an eyebrow. “The things that matter haven’t,” I said. 

He took in a long, deep breath as he held his stare at me, gently placing his thick hand on my knee. 

Leo did a double take. I gathered our considerate interaction wasn’t something he was used to. I would imagine it was still odd for him to see his Engineer with the woman he loved after all these years. 

Neona seemed to ignore our conversation, staring out into the winter wilderness in deep thought. 

I cleared my throat. “Xena, do you copy?” I asked.

“Loud and clear, Captain,” she replied. 

“I’m going to take the same route back that we came here on, unless anyone objects,” I said.

“Not a problem,” Luther replied. 

“Captain, if you choose to repeat the same course for our journey, I can construct a directional indictor and apply it to the HUD in your visor to make navigation easier. I made sure to map our previous route. Would you prefer that?” she asked.

“Do it,” I replied. The navigation marker appeared on my helmet. It reminded me of GPS but more advanced, showcasing a three-dimensional overhead animation of the course ahead, along with a yellow line that retraced our previous tracks.

Luther and Leo gazed out the front window. I wondered what each of them were thinking. We’d just witnessed the nomad colony assassinate their leader. The nomads would surely descend into chaos with Kodiak at the helm. 

It was a far cry from the values the Warden’s colony was built on. After the Warden’s redemption and separation from the Architect, he formed a refuge, a sanctuary for criminals and wanderers to give them a second chance to make a difference in this world.

The Warden was Leo’s father and Luther’s friend, and his legacy was falling apart. I couldn’t help but reflect on how we contributed, but there was nothing we could do to repair the damage. Not now. Worse, the grim situation paled in comparison to the weight on our shoulders concerning the Moderator. 

“Captain,” Xena said.

“Yes?” I asked.

There was a long pause. “Can I speak with you, in private,” she requested.

“No one can hear you, your audio is only coming through my helmet,” I replied. 

“I know, but I wanted to make sure. Anyway... I wanted to inform you that I’ve been reconsidering self-termination after we repel the Moderator. After that, I want to build a memorial for future humans to remember Titan’s sacrifice. Then, I would appreciate your assistance in shutting me down, indefinitely,” she said.

I gulped. “Xena... I—”

“Captain, there’s no need to discuss this openly now. I would prefer this matter remain private, but I wanted to give you notice so that this isn’t a surprise,” she added.

I opened the text pad on my visor’s interface, scrolling and selecting letters with my pupils. “I respect your decision, but I just want to say that I don’t think you understand your value to us, Xena. To me. You could live on and aid humanity for many decades to come,” I texted.

“I appreciate that, Captain, but unfortunately, I might have discovered a critical flaw in my design that could prove to be a hindrance more than an asset,” she replied.

“Care to explain?” I asked.

“Let’s just leave it at that for now, I’m still investigating my findings, but I would be grateful if you could assist in my termination,” Xena texted.

My eyes glossed over as I sniffled. I could feel Luther looking at me. “What’s wrong?” he asked, lowering his voice. 

I shook my head. “I’ll tell you later,” I mouthed. 

To think I was someone who despised the androids, yet I had connected in such a human way with Xena. Part of my emotion stemmed from the possibility that Xena’s creator had given her enough of what made us human that it came off as incomplete and confusing for her. I gathered she wanted to further assist humanity, but she wasn’t able.
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“CAPTAIN, THERE’S BEEN a development. Requesting permission to put my voice on speaker through your helmet,” Xena said.

“Do it,” I replied.

“There’s a vehicle approaching from behind us at just under a hundred meters. I’m detecting over two dozen lifeforms onboard,” Xena said.

I glanced at Luther before looking in my rearview mirror. “Where?” I searched. 

“Xena, slow down and point your cannons toward the vehicle, it could be the raiders retaliating. Victoria, loop around and draw them into Xena’s fire,” Luther ordered. I did a U-Turn and doubled back toward the potential threat. I could feel my palms sweating. The unknown vehicle had stopped at the top of a hill about eighty meters away as Xena parked next to a partially collapsed brick building covered in snow. 

I zoomed in with my helmet’s visor. “That’s not the raiders,” I said.

The radio beeped. “Engineer...” Kodiak’s voice erupted then cut out and garbled. 

Luther and I looked at each other.

“Kodiak, come in, you’re breaking up,” Luther said. The radio chirped back with static. 

“Damn,” Luther said.

“What the hell does he want now?” Leo asked.

“Luther. We’re close to the nomads’ mountain base,” I said.

“I know. That’s why I’m confused,” he said.

Luther sighed in frustration. “Hold position. We appease Kodiak, for now. I have no doubt he’s thought about another offer. He wants us to participate in his war against the Ghosts of the Red Army. I’ll pretend to entertain the offer, then we’ll be on our way,” Luther said.

“Xena, stay put,” I ordered as the nomad transport truck approached us. I noticed Kodiak’s jeep two dozen meters behind it. 

They stopped in front of us within ten meters as Kodiak got out along with another man. I noticed Kodiak’s mouth was bloody and swollen. 

Strangely, Kodiak wasn’t armed. He wiped his mouth and grinned, outstretching his arms. “I thought you would have returned home by now,” Kodiak said. Luther glanced at me before opening his door. 

“We decided to repair the AA tank before going home,” Luther said.

Kodiak nodded. “Good. Well... not good, really,” he corrected himself.

“Captain, three vehicles approaching me fast from behind. My cannons are facing the transport truck, your orders?” she asked.

“Xena’s being ambushed!” I shouted. All at once a dozen nomads rose up from the bed of the truck, aiming laser rifles at us. 

“Get those hands up or we fire!” Kodiak commanded, taking several steps away from the Mauler. 

Luther and Leo started to reach for their swords. Luther stopped himself and clenched his fist. 

“Stop. Do what they say,” Luther ordered.

“Yeah, don’t be stupid,” Kodiak said. I noticed the AA tank was surrounded by three vehicles. Two men were on top of her vehicle, pointing rifles at the hatch. “Open up!” one of the nomads yelled, tapping the metal hatch with his rifle.

“Captain?” Xena asked.

“Comply Xena. I say again, comply with the nomads,” I repeated. 

Kodiak laughed as nomads rushed the Mauler on both sides with guns drawn. 

“Luther,” I said, panting heavily.

He held his stare at me. “Look at me. We’re fine. Kodiak needs us, he’s probably going to steal the Mauler. Do exactly as they say. Everyone! Don’t fight, we’re outnumbered and outgunned,” he ordered as nomads flung open our doors. 

I closed my eyes tight for a moment. “Get out!” a nomad soldier yelled. I felt the sensation of a rough hand grasp behind my neck before being tossed out of the Mauler.

“Captain, they still haven’t penetrated the AA tank’s hatch. I can fire on the nomads near you,” she insisted. I looked on the other side of the Mauler as Luther, Leo, and Neona were forced onto their knees and stripped of their swords. Guns were pointed at their heads as several nomads crowded around them.

“Don’t, Xena,” I replied hesitantly. It would be impossible to stop the nomads without friendly fire. 

I wanted to cry. The overwhelming sense of helplessness hit me with a force that made it difficult to breathe. I felt a calloused hand run under my coat. I looked up as a man removed my sword while another aimed a silver rifle at my head. “Try me!” he shouted.

They put me on my knees and ripped off my helmet. “Look at this thing. You ever seen anything like it?” one of the nomads stared at my helmet with a puzzled look, questioning his comrade.

“Never,” he replied.

The two men grabbed me by the legs and dragged me through the snow toward the others. They picked me up, kneeling me beside Luther. The nomads stared at us without a word. I recognized the nomad from beginning of our trip—Soran. He and Kodiak were speaking in private. 

Soran was listening to Kodiak as he ran a razorblade across his scalp, trimming around his blond mohawk. His vibrant blue eyes drifted through us as if we didn’t exist. He breathed slowly through his wide, pierced nostrils. 

I could hear footsteps in the snow as Xena was escorted toward us. Soran pointed his razorblade at Xena. “You knights hid that android from us? That’s one of the Reclamation’s androids, and you told us you were going to decommission it,” he said.

Kodiak stepped toward us, gesturing toward Soran. “In case you’re wondering, this is Soran. He’s my associate, he helped me organize General Haik’s assassination. Soran and I had a bit of disagreement about you knights on the way back home,” Kodiak said, raising his eyebrows.

Soran frowned, glancing at Kodiak before staring down at us again. He pointed at Luther. “I’ve been keeping your secret from my men long enough,” he said, panning around at the nomads.

The nomads looked at one another in confusion as Soran gritted his teeth and stepped toward them. “Men, not long ago, a stranger entered our home. A senator from the Legion named, Barrus. I’m sure many of you have heard the name. He revealed that someone from the Legion murdered our Warden!” he shouted. His voice echoed off the mountains as the light snow let up. The area around us was still and quiet.

Soran pointed at Luther. “This man is responsible,” he said. 

“I banished Barrus from the Legion, how do you know what he says is true?” Luther challenged. 

Soran stepped close to Luther, he pointed up at their mountain home. “Because every man on that mountain, every man that surrounds you now is here because of what the Warden did to your people during the dark times. We were reborn out of his redemption for those crimes. He sent the Mave against your people and killed hundreds. We know that! But he rose against the Architect, freeing his mind from her shackles. And you, you took revenge against him for something that wasn’t even his fault!” Soran yelled at Luther.

The nomads’ puzzled faces began to shift to anger as Kodiak stepped between Luther and Soran. “Listen to me. If we kill the Engineer, we’ll have a war on our hands with the Legion and the Ghosts of the Red Army, do you really think we’re capable of fighting wars on two fronts? Think about it Soran.”

Soran’s head whipped around toward Kodiak.  “This is more than war. This is justice. You might have planned our revolution, but your claim to the throne means little without my support, Kodiak. Your war is against Ghosts of the Red Army, not ours. The plan was to inflate the threat of the Ghosts migrating south toward our colonies so that we could entice the Legion’s support and remove General Haik. That’s what we’ve done. We removed the General, and now we have the criminals that conspired against our Warden!” Soran shouted, clenching his fist at his chest. 

“I say we execute these fuckers right now!” a furious nomad yelled.

Soran looked at Kodiak. “The Legion won’t know what happened to these knights, we’ll tell them the raiders killed them. But even if they do find out, let them try to form up against us! Let them come to our mountain! There is only one narrow pass to assault us, and their numbers will count for nothing!” Soran yelled, inadvertently spitting in Kodiak’s face as he yelled. A huge vein bulged through his forehead as he screamed at Kodiak.

Kodiak wiped his face and smirked. He threw up his hands and looked down at Luther. “Well, I can’t say I saw this coming, Engineer. I never liked the Legion to begin with, but I thought common sense would prevail. My partner here decided to conceal his intentions. He’d always planned on killing you apparently. I didn’t know Soran was so sentimental and would require vengeance, or else I would have gone about this whole thing differently,” he said.

“He was like a father to me! And I don’t know how you can stand there and act like the Warden didn’t help you!” Soran shouted at Kodiak.

Kodiak sighed, holding his stare at Luther. “To be honest, the Warden didn’t make much of an impact on my life, not as much as I let on. But these men... they’re young, impressionable, and they all see the Warden as father. Even so, I don’t see the logic in executing you, Engineer, but unfortunately, Soran has the majority vote... at the moment,” he said, turning his back on Luther.

Soran met eyes with his men. “We take them up to the mountain, I want all our men to see who killed the Warden, and he will admit his crimes and pay for them with blood!” he ordered. 

***
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MOST OF THE NOMADS loaded us up on their transport truck while a few others stayed behind with our vehicles. We rode our way up the steep incline to their mountain hideaway, seated on wooden benches that squeaked as we rocked back and forth along the bumpy path. I stared at the Mauler until it disappeared out of view once we gained enough altitude. 

We weren’t handcuffed, but we weren’t armed either. The nomads seemed focused on Luther with no less than four guns trained on him at one time, while the rest of us had only one guard. 

Xena walked behind the truck. She was covered up by a thick chain that wrapped around her torso and hooked to the rear of the transport truck. I wondered why they kept her operational, perhaps they felt they could extract evidence regarding the Warden’s murder.

A middle-aged man with a ponytail held an old revolver to my liver. I tried not to look at him or the gun, attempting to appear as calm as possible even though the sense of dread overwhelmed me. As we hit ruts in the road, I felt him poke the barrel into my stomach harder and harder. 

He leaned in. “You know, we don’t get many women up on the mountain,” he whispered. I could smell rotten meat on his breath and the stench of his body odor. He smelled like he hadn’t showered in weeks.

I turned my face away from him as he leaned even closer. “Before I came here, I used to see women, occasionally. My mother was a slave. I grew up with a group of roaming wanderers not far from here. They used my mother as bait, to trap more women. But I’ve never seen a woman with such short hair like yours before. It’s different. Do you prefer women? Is that why?” he asked in a seductive voice, smiling. “And where did you get that scar?” he questioned, running his dirty finger along my hairline.

I jerked away. “Get the fuck off me!” I blurted out, staring at him in the eyes. 

He laughed at me loudly and dug the gun barrel into my side. “Tough talk. I like it. I bet you’re used to having the upper hand escorting the Engineer around. You probably intimidate people with your swords, and your fancy-dancy equipment, pushing your fucking Legion bullshit. All your morals and laws. I’ve heard about it since I was a boy. That’s probably why you killed the Warden, isn’t it? Someone stands up for good and you slaughter them to maintain control. There can be only one shining city on the hill, isn’t that right?” he instigated.

Luther was sitting across from us. I saw him clenching his fist while glaring at the man as he spoke to me. Luther had to be careful not to show any sort of preference. I could be tortured or raped if they found out I was his wife. 

“Well, almost the end of the line,” the guard beside me said. I noticed a trail of smoke coming from near the mountain entrance. As we approached, I saw three dozen nomads standing between the Warden’s statue and the cave entrance, waiting. 

They were circled around a large fire facing us.

I noticed Roman in the middle of the nomad formation. He was one of the first nomads I’d met. His position reminded me of a liaison or advisor for the nomad leadership. 

I recalled him ordering the execution of one of his own men because I was groped. He did this without hesitation. It made me wonder how rational he would be regarding the accusation against Luther.

Roman seemed displeased with his arms crossed as he narrowed his eyes at us. I wondered if Soran had radioed him about why we were his prisoners. 

The truck stopped and the nomads stood us up. “Let’s go,” a man covered in face tattoos said. He poked Luther in the back with his gun barrel. The metal on metal clacked when jabbing Luther’s armor. “The Engineer’s breastplate is mine after this is over,” a nomad whispered to his comrade.

They escorted us out of the truck, front and center near Roman. “On your knees,” Soran ordered us. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed Xena was lying down wrapped in chains while a guard stood over her.

Soran paced back and forth. “Roman... nomads... after all this time we’ve discovered who the Warden’s real murderer was,” he said, locking his eyes on Luther. 

“So you say,” Roman muttered as Kodiak brought up the rear with several more nomads in tow. 

Roman seemed to take his time looking into each one of the returning nomads’ eyes. “Men, let me understand something. You’ve destroyed seven of the raider’s vehicles? Isn’t that what you reported?” Roman questioned.

“Yes,” Soran said.

“Then where are our solar panels?” Roman asked. The nomads looked at one another without a word. 

“Weren’t the solar panels the main reason you left?” Roman challenged.

“There were, complications...” Soran replied, glancing over his shoulder at Kodiak.

Roman tucked his hand under his chin. “Complications? So, in just over twenty-four hours, you’ve managed to lose General Haik along with twenty men, and uncovered a plot that involved the Warden’s true assassin. You’ve destroyed seven raider vehicles but somehow you failed to bring back any of the solar panels despite having ample space in the transport truck?” he confronted. “Men, please, tell me I’m missing something here,” Roman added.

Soran’s nostrils flared as Kodiak stepped in front of him. “Roman, it’s one big mix up. Look. We’re all exhausted from the battle and trip there and back. Tempers and emotions are high because of the loss of General Haik and our comrades, but as next in line to lead these men, it’s my belief that we should allow the Engineer and his knights to go home, immediately. These baseless accusations of such a crime would surely result in war between our two peoples,” Kodiak explained.

Soran’s head whipped toward Kodiak. “Accusations? You’re the one that told me that the Engineer killed our Warden!”

“Well, it’s possible Senator Barrus was lying. Barrus was a traitor. Do you truly believe a man labeled as a traitor, and banished from his home would come to us and sing the Engineer’s praises? No, he wouldn’t. He would lie.” Kodiak stretched out his arms. It was odd to see Kodiak coming to our defense. I gathered his strategy was to win back our lives, thereby increasing his chances of securing an alliance with the Legion against his own enemies. Fat chance.

Roman arched an eyebrow. “Kodiak. First of all, if Senator Barrus told you the Engineer was responsible for the Warden’s death, why did you keep it a secret from us, and especially General Haik? And there’s absolutely nothing that says you were the General’s next pick to lead us—”

Soran stepped in front of Kodiak. “Exactly Roman, Kodiak has kept far too many secrets, but he is not alone. I have to admit something to everyone here.”

“What now?” Roman asked, sighing.

Soran slumped his head. “The General told me before he died, that if anything were to happen to him, that I must assume command. This is a heavy burden, but I’m willing to respect the General’s last wishes,” Soran said. Kodiak laughed loudly and shook his head. I heard several other nomads behind Kodiak chuckle.

“Well Soran, we would hate to burden you with such responsibility, but do you have any proof that General Haik declared you as his successor?” Roman asked.

“Hell no, it’s a lie,” Kodiak mumbled. 

“Silence!” Roman roared, glaring at Kodiak.

“Soran, I’ll ask you again... do you have evidence?” Roman asked.

Soran gulped and shook his head. “Not yet, but—”

Roman raised his hand, silencing Soran. “Let me be clear, brothers. This is an absolute embarrassment for our people. Look at this squabbling and deceit. Part of me wishes we could kill these Legion knights for fear they would tell others just how far we’ve fallen since the Warden’s passing. But we cannot. We must stand for justice as the Warden has taught us. And if you must know the truth, I was closest to the Warden. No one here will argue that, and even though General Haik replaced him as our leader, he was not the Warden’s first choice to lead,” Roman hinted.

“You told us the Warden’s first choice died,” Kodiak said. 

“But did he?” Roman asked, crossing his arms. Roman waded around in front of us and stopped. He looked down at each one of us. Surprisingly, Roman grabbed a rifle from one of his men. “I’ll give this right back,” he said.

Roman walked away from the group about ten meters. He aimed the rifle barrel down in the snow and began to etch something. He took off his coat and covered his work as Soran and Kodiak looked at one another in confusion.

“Ah, excuse me, Roman, but this isn’t a time for riddles. We have a situation on our hands,” Soran said.

Roman turned around and faced the group. “No riddles. But underneath my coat is the name of the man the Warden said would lead us one day. Does anyone know the name of that person?” Roman tested. Everyone looked at one another. “No one? Fine. Engineer, I want you to tell me the young man’s name to your right,” Roman instructed. 

Luther slumped his head and slowly turned it to his right. “Leo... his name is Leonidas,” Luther replied. 

“Ah, yes.” Roman lifted his coat from the ground as the nomads surrounded the area. The letters LEO were etched in the snow.

“Impossible!” one of the nomads proclaimed.

Soran’s eyes widened as Roman pointed at Leo. “That young man, is the Warden’s only son. It was only now in the light of the fire that I got a good look at him,” Roman said, walking in front of Leo.

“Boy, you might have the long blond locks of your mother, but you have your father’s look. There isn’t a nomad here that has seen the Warden without his mask, except me, and I remember,” Roman concluded.

All eyes shifted toward Leo.

“But why, why did you tell us he was dead?” Soran demanded. 

Leo raised his severed arm. “I almost died.” 

Kodiak snickered. “Well, well, isn’t this just special,” he said, throwing up his hands.

“Wait. You uncovered who the Warden’s son is, so what now? We accept this boy as our leader by default and become the Legion’s puppets?” Soran challenged.

“If he’s the Warden’s son, then why the fuck did he hide it from us? If he wanted to lead, he would have told us already. I agree with Soran. This man is loyal to the Legion. We’ve all heard the stories about this knight. He’s the Engineer’s right-hand man. We’ll be under the Legion’s thumb if we kneel to Leo,” a grizzled nomad spoke up. 

Roman stepped forward. “If some of you wish to disobey the Warden’s last wishes, then, go ahead, but you do understand most of our soldiers will recognize him as the rightful leader regardless of his status within the Legion. Many here even suggested kidnapping Leo before we heard he was killed,” he said.

Soran put his hands on his head. “Roman! I cannot believe this. He’s not even a fucking nomad! He’s Legion. This revelation doesn’t mean a damn thing,” Soran argued.

Roman held his arms out to his side. “And who were you before you came here twelve years ago, Soran? Huh? Kodiak? Neither of you were nomads, and neither was I. I was a pillager before the Warden took me under his wings,” Roman reminded, pointing at the Warden’s statue. 

Roman glanced at the ground. “Remember where you stand, remember the symbology of this mountain. We can all fall to the lowest depths, but even then, we have the potential to rise to the highest summit. Have we forgotten the Warden’s teachings so quickly?” Roman questioned, gazing into the distance. He seemed to reflect on his own personal journey as the nomads remained silent. 

Roman paced back and forth. He met eyes with each nomad. “Whether we like it or not, many of the Warden’s values, his core was based on Legion principles and laws. He was trained as a knight. We’re not the same, but we do share a kinship,” Roman said. 

Soran stepped forward. He pointed at Luther. “This man murdered our Warden. Kodiak tells me there are several witnesses in the Legion that will testify against him, that he even admitted it. Not only that, I’m not completely convinced this man is our Warden’s son, what if—”

Leo stood up. “I am the Warden’s son!” he roared. I gulped as his voice sent a chill down my spine. His words echoed off the mountain, startling a group of crows that flew out of a tree next to us. His commanding, powerful voice reminded me of Luther’s as Soran’s eyes widened at the outburst. Despite Leo speaking out of turn, no one challenged him.

Leo pointed down at the ground. “And you will at least hear my words. I was there when my father was killed. I watched him fall, and if I can accept what the Engineer did as fair, then so can you. Make no mistake, I might have been a boy when the Architect took my father away from me, but I loved him. I still love him. But the Engineer upheld the law, he killed the Warden in combat for his crimes against the Legion.”

“But that was so many years ago!” Soran shouted. 

Leo glanced at Luther before pointing at Soran. “How you dare say that to me! I know that!” Leo shouted as his lip trembled. I could see the conflict within him, a tug between the love for his biological father and Luther as he attempted to wrestle and hold righteousness above all else. 

“Nomads. There is no expiration date on the deaths of women and children that fell to my father’s orders. I heard him admit with my own ears that he wanted the Engineer dead. Why? Not just because the Architect controlled him, but because he was jealous of the Engineer. Whether you like it or not, and despite my father’s redemption, he committed murder out of envy,” he said, looking down on Luther. 

Leo pointed to his chest. “As much as I hate to admit it, my father paid for his crimes by a virtuous hand.”

Silence ensued as I looked at Luther. Soran walked slowly toward Leo, looking him in the eyes. “Even if you are the Warden’s son, to speak of him in such a way is heresy, and that gives you no claim to rule our people!” Soran yelled as he yanked out a pistol, pointing it at Leo’s head. 

Twelve nomad soldiers behind Soran followed suit, pointing their weapons at us.

“Soran,” Kodiak said nervously.

“No! I’ve had enough of this shit, Kodiak. This knight could destroy the Warden’s legacy with his lies, and I will not stand for his slander!” Soran shouted.  

“As I told you before, if you kill him, we’ll be forced to fight the Ghosts of the Red Army alone, and we’ll create a new enemy. The Legion could destroy us by themselves!” Kodiak reminded.

“I don’t give a fuck about the Ghosts, Kodiak! And the Legion doesn’t know we have their knights as prisoners,” Soran argued.

“Are you seriously stupid enough to believe the Legion doesn’t know what is going on? They could be on their way here, now,” Kodiak said.

I stood up. “The helmet you removed from my head,” I spoke up, nodding at one of the guards holding it. 

“What about it?” Roman asked as Soran’s eyes widened.

“It’s been transmitting audio and navigational data about our mission the entire time. Everywhere we’ve been will be visible by the Legion. They’ll know exactly what happened to us,” I lied. Navigational information was collected by Legion technicians, but I embellished for effect. 

Kodiak shrugged. “See Soran? You’re creating enemies. Powerful ones. It’s unnecessary. You’re not fit to lead any more than the Warden’s slanderous child. Even less actually. The only option is me. I respect the Warden’s legacy and I understand the need for alliances—”

Soran turned his pistol away from Leo, slowly raising it toward Kodiak. Kodiak put up his hands. “Whoa, now is not the time for irrationality,” Kodiak pleaded, raising his eyebrows. Several men around Kodiak raised their rifles at Soran and his men. 

Luther waved Leo and I down as Soran and Kodiak’s men yelled at one other. “Kodiak, tell your men to lower your weapons!” Soran demanded.

“Get that fucking pistol out of my face, Soran!” Kodiak warned. Roman stepped between Soran and Kodiak’s men with his own soldiers. 

“Everyone, drop your weapons!” Roman ordered. 

“Captain,” Xena said, surprising me.

I turned around and noticed she had crawled near me. “What?” I muttered as the nomads were distracted.

“This is a potentially dangerous situation,” she said.

“I understand that, Xena.”

“I’ve taken the liberty to intervene,” she said plainly.

“Huh?” I asked, staring at her wrapped in chains. I heard radio chatter on the nomads’ belts, but they were too preoccupied with each other. As I homed in on the voices, I could hear men calling for help. My eyes widened as the situation became clear.

“Luther,” I mumbled. He turned toward me. 

“When I tell you to get down... get down!” I yelled. Luther outstretched his arms, pushing Leo and Neona from their knees flat into the snow as a flash of light bloomed behind us. 

I looked up as Soran’s men were vaporized into a red-brown mist. Their fur clothing wisped into the air. Kodiak dove into the snow as the AA tank climbed the hill behind us, searching for more targets while it fired over our heads. The trees behind the dead nomads were engulfed in flames.

“Captain, my apologies. It took me longer than expected to gain remote control access to the AA tank,” Xena said. 

Roman’s men retreated behind the Warden’s statue as Kodiak’s troops ducked for cover. “The android hacked that tank! Kill the machine first!” Kodiak’s men fired at Xena while she was on the ground. She rolled through the snow wrapped in chains making herself a more difficult target as laser fire landed all around her. 

I dug in as low as possible, then I felt Luther’s body atop of me. He corralled Neona and Leo close to me, shielding us all with his wide frame. “Don’t move,” he said, gritting his teeth. I could feel his arms pulling us tight beneath him. With every gunshot and laser strobe, I felt his hands shaking. I peeked out as return laser flashed overhead. 

Xena remotely zapped each of Kodiak’s men using the AA tank. This weapon was overkill for humans; it was designed to shred aircraft. Steam funneled up from the ground as snow evaporated after each target was melted. One of Kodiak’s men threw down his rifle and put up his hands, but it was too late. Xena scorched his rifle in mid-air, burning through it and killing him in the process. 

“My god,” I muttered. His boots and a clump of smoldering clothes were all that remained.

“Captain, all of Kodiak and Soran’s men have been eliminated,” Xena said. Luther slowly raised up. 

I could hear grumbles and grunts nearby. I stood up and noticed two men fighting near the mountainside. It was Kodiak and Soran. Both were bloodied as they fell to the ground, rolling back and forth as they furiously punched one another. It seemed like an even match. Despite Kodiak age, his cybernetic origins seemed to assist him against the much younger Soran.

Roman and his men cautiously appeared from behind the Warden’s statue. Luther looked at him. “Our quarrel was not with you Roman, nor any of the nomads you serve, only with this filth that plagued your people,” Luther said, gesturing his hand toward Soran and Kodiak like a couple of boars waddling in the snow.

Leo ran back to Kodiak’s jeep. 

“Where’s he going?” Neona mumbled. 

Leo returned, handing each one of us our swords. “When they took our blades, I was careful to watch where they put them,” he replied. 

“Good work, Leo,” Luther said.

Roman approached Luther. “I need you to be honest with me. What really happened to General Haik and all those men?” he asked, lowering his voice. 

Luther gazed toward Kodiak and Soran as they continued fighting. “Those two are responsible. They shot down General Haik and his men. They never saw it coming. I saw it with my own eyes,” Luther answered.

“I suspected something like that,” Roman said, shaking his head. His soldiers rushed toward Soran and Kodiak. They began kicking them while they were down. 

“Agh!” Soran called out.

“That’s enough!” Roman shouted. “Get them up on their knees, now,” he added. The guards hoisted the men up, holding rifles to their heads. Kodiak smiled, revealing a mouth full of blood that trickled onto the snow.

Kodiak shrugged. “I never liked you personally, Soran. But you had influence over the men, and that’s the only reason we were a team. In the end, I find out you were in love with the Warden’s memory. You’re a child, unable to see past your emotions,” Kodiak said, panting heavily. 

“And you were never a real nomad. You’re an imposter, you only wanted to use us for your feud against the Ghosts of the Red Army,” Soran accused. 

Roman stepped forward, looking down at them in disapproval. “I wonder, what would the Warden say if he were here now, to see the colony he built turned inward on itself? Look around you at the remains of the men that followed your orders. They died for nothing. The same is true for General Haik and his soldiers, left to rot far away from home, for nothing. Here’s the deal—you two can continue expressing your senseless rage until one of you dies, and the victor can wander the wasteland, banished forever from our gates,” Roman offered.

Soran’s eyes widened as Kodiak immediately punched him in the nose. The nomad soldiers backed away and formed a circle around them. Kodiak got on top of Soran quickly, choking him. I glanced at Luther as he crossed his arms, watching. 

Soran used his legs to spring Kodiak upward, rolling him off. Kodiak scrambled away as they both stood up. Soran lunged at Kodiak, clinching him around the head with his forearms, kneeing him in the stomach and chest.

Kodiak gasped for air and dropped to a knee. He pulled down on Soran’s left arm and bit into his wrist in desperation. Blood gushed from the bite, spilling onto the snow as Soran yelled in agony. He crawled away from Kodiak as he held the wound. “You fucking animal, you bit me!” he shouted.

Kodiak stood up and wiped his mouth covered in Soran’s blood. He chuckled then stomped on Soran’s back, knocking him flat onto the ground. He turned over on his back as Kodiak picked up a large rock and mounted him, bashing at his head using both hands. 

Soran threw up his arms in defense, but Kodiak’s strikes pushed past them. Soran squirmed and yelled as he attempted to get up. His legs kicked violently as he attempted to move, but a strike landed clean on his temple, knocking him unconscious. 

Kodiak continued smashing his head until his skull cracked. Steam vented from his head as the skull split open, revealing mushy pink and red brain tissue. Kodiak continued bashing him as blood flung up, covering his face and body. After several seconds, he stopped, breathing heavily as he pitched the rock aside.

Kodiak wiped the blood from his hands on Soran’s coat. He stood up slowly and shrugged. “Looks like I still got it, huh Roman?” he asked, smiling. 

Roman stepped forward. “Kodiak, you are hereby banished from our colony forever. You will not be harmed by my men,” he said hesitantly. Kodiak began to stumble away.

“Kodiak,” Roman called out. He glanced over his shoulder, looking at Roman.

“My men will not harm you, but I suspect that if the Legion Knights see your crimes as punishable, they will enforce them according to their own law of the land,” Roman explained.

Kodiak’s eyes widened. “What? Roman! Wait. You s-said I could leave, that I would be allowed safe passage—”

Roman threw up his hands. “My men will not harm you, but I will not engage the Legion Knights either. Like you said, the last thing we want is a war with the Legion,” Roman cracked a smile. “How does it feel, Kodiak? You thought you’d just walk away? It’s confusing isn’t it, the sting of betrayal? I’m sure General Haik and his men felt the same way when you shot them down like dogs,” Roman said.

I glanced at Luther as the four of us all turned toward Kodiak. We marched the old cyborg down slowly and surrounded him. 

He put up his hands, backing away as he showed us his palms. “Hold on. I never wanted war with the Legion... I-I tried to save you, Knights. You heard what I said to Soran in your defense!” Kodiak pleaded, pointing at Soran’s corpse. 

Kodiak dropped to a knee as Leo stepped out in front of us, glancing over his shoulder at Luther. I turned toward my husband as he nodded at Leo. “End it.”

Leo ignited his sword and held it close to Kodiak’s gruesome, bloodied face. “Leonidas, I can serve you the same as I did your father. You know I have use. Don’t do this. If you let me live, I won’t tell Roman that you helped me kill General Haik,” Kodiak leaned in and whispered.  

“You forced this on yourself and us. We never wanted to be involved with your scheme to begin with,” Leo replied.

“You know damn well why the Engineer went along with my plan. He killed your father, our Warden. The Engineer was only covering up the truth to protect his people,” Kodiak said.

“And so am I,” Leo replied, raising his plasma sword above his head. 

Kodiak reached out toward the nomads as his hands trembled. “Roman! The Legion Knights, t-they helped—” Leo slashed downward as Kodiak raised his arms to cover his face. The plasma sword sliced his arms off at the elbows, cutting him straight down the middle of his face and all the way to his crotch, slicing him in half. Ash filled the air as the smell of burnt flesh singed my nostrils. 

Roman and his nomads slowly stepped toward us. They glanced at Soran’s corpse before approaching Kodiak’s remains. 

Roman turned toward Luther. “Kodiak and Soran weren’t expecting to see your anti-aircraft tank. How did you do that?” he asked.

Luther glanced at Xena as Neona removed the chains wrapped around her. “To my surprise, our android remotely guided it here.” 

“I considered that as a possibility. Engineer, while no one can deny your machine saved my life and the lives of my men, and thwarted Kodiak and Soran’s aspirations of power, we will be forced to elect a new leader now. I cannot promise he won’t march our troops to the Legion’s gates. The Warden’s death, while justified by Legion law, was a tremendous blow to our people. We loved him, myself included,” Roman warned. 

Luther turned toward us. He gestured us in the direction of the AA tank. He faced Roman. “The last thing I want is a war between our two colonies. But understand the decision to execute the Warden falls on me alone, and whoever your new commander is, it’s your duty to make him understand that. No more innocents have to die from either side.” 

Roman frowned. Luther turned away from him as I climbed atop the AA tank. There wasn’t much room to stand. Neona and I were beside each other on a small step as Luther climbed up on the opposite side. 

Leo stopped ten meters from the tank, looking at it. “There’s still enough room, Leo, here,” Luther said, gesturing beside him. 

Leo glanced over his shoulder at Roman. He faced Luther. “I’m not going with you,” he lowered his voice.

“What?” Luther plopped back down into the snow and stepped toward Leo. Luther glanced at me before facing him.

Luther sighed. “Leo. You’re not thinking clearly,” he said.

“Respectfully, sire, but I’ve never felt more clarity, I belong here. You heard Roman, my father wanted to me take command after he was gone,” Leo said.

Luther stepped closer, pointing at Leo’s chest. “Listen to me. You’re Legion. I understand the need to fulfil your father’s wishes, but you must understand that circumstances have changed. These men could kill you simply out of association to me and your father’s death. Don’t. Do. This.”

Leo shook his head. “I just realized something. My father knew you would kill him one day for his crimes. I never knew why he had that look on his face before he died. I know now. You’re right, these men might kill me, but how many times have I almost died before in the pursuit of justice and peace? How many times have you almost died to retain your command? If anything, you taught me that it’s all worth it. The risk to lead with honor. These men are my father’s men, and if there’s something I believe, it’s second chances, just like the Legion and the nomads deserve a chance at an alliance. I alone can make this possible, not just because of who I am, but because of who you’ve helped me become.”

Luther slumped his head. “Leo, p-please,” Luther pleaded. His powerful voice faded as emotion overwhelmed him.

I stepped off the tank and stood next to Luther. I bit my lip looking at him. “Leo, even if they accept you into their walls, you’ll constantly be in danger. All it takes is one nomad with the will to act. This won’t be easy,” I said.

Leo stepped toward me. “I understand that. But someone once told me that I would know when it was my time to step forward and rule. You were that someone, remember?” he asked me. 

“I wasn’t expecting you to take this sort of gamble, Leo,” I replied.

“Neither was I, but it’s always a gamble. But the reward of potentially uniting our two peoples is worth it. This is my time. I thank you both for your counsel and leadership,” he said, meeting eyes with both Luther and me.

Neona trailed behind us. She stepped toward Leo, putting her arms around him. She pulled away and looked into his eyes. “You’ve made your mind up, brother?” she asked softly.

“You know me,” he grinned.

Neona nodded. “I do, and that means there’s no talking you out of it. The Elders saw something so special in you to lead the Legion, and so will the nomads. Show them, Leo, show them the man we were all ready to follow,” she lowered her voice. She sounded like she wanted to cry. 

“I will, little sister,” Leo replied. He touched her jaw and grinned as Roman approached, crossing his arms as he stood behind Leo. 

Roman put his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “Forgive me, but I couldn’t help but overhear your comrades’ advice. I can say without question their concerns are warranted if you decide to stay here. But, your decision to obey and fulfill your father’s wishes despite the threat of danger will be recognized by our people. Quite courageous.”

Luther held his stare at Leo for several seconds. He turned away without a word. “Um, Luther?” I muttered. I did a double take as Luther stormed toward the tank. I stepped toward Leo as he watched Luther walk away. I hugged him tight. “He didn’t even... say goodbye?” Leo muttered.

I glanced at Luther. “He’s hurt, Leo. I don’t think he saw this coming,” I said. 

Leo’s eyes glossed over. “I’m hurt too, but, not even a goodbye, after everything we’ve been through?” 

“Legion knights, we leave immediately!” Luther roared. 

I looked up at Leo, gazing deep into his hazel eyes. I wondered if it was the last time I would see him. “Leo. Thank you, for everything. You trusted me before anyone else in the Legion, and I’ll never forget that,” I said. 

He took in a great breath as he turned his attention away from Luther. “Victoria, safe travels to you,” he replied. He grinned with his eyes full of tears. I smiled back at him before turning around. I marched toward the AA tank. 

Xena’s head was sticking out of the tank’s hatch as she watched me climb aboard. “Captain,” she said, handing me my helmet. 

“Thanks, Xena,” I said, wiping my cheeks before donning my helm. 

Xena stared at me as I settled in for the trip down the mountain. “I’m in agreement, Captain, the chances of Knight Leo’s survival here are—"

“Xena. Just get us to the Mauler. Please,” I cut her off.

“Understood. On the way, Captain,” she replied. Xena turned the tank around and headed slowly down the mountain. Luther never once looked back toward Leo. He kept his back to the nomads. He didn’t even glance at me, keeping his head pointed down at the Mauler as the moonlight shone down on him. His body rocked back and forth as we descended over bumps in the road. 

Halfway down the mountain, Luther collapsed, burying his face in his hands. “No.” he muttered. He panted heavily as I reached over and touched his arm. “Luther,” I whispered softly.

“I’ll never see him again,” he wept. 

“We don’t know that,” I said.

“I do! And I gave him only one path—absolute loyalty to the Legion. Now look. He was forced to watch his father die to uphold the law of the only thing he ever loved. Now he’s forced to give that up, sacrificing himself just for a chance to prevent war between our colonies in a desperate act to unite us because I killed his father! I molded him into a soldier, and he’s carrying out that duty to his grave,” he said.

“Luther! Then, so be it! So be it. You, I, or any of us would die for that opportunity, He’s the Warden’s son, and if anyone is able to prevent war between our colonies, it’s him. Let him do what he was born to do. You, the Elders, and most of his peers all saw him as a natural leader—”

“For us. Not the nomads. He’s ours, Victoria, he was supposed to take my place!” Luther shouted. 

I pointed back up the mountain. “He is, Luther. If he can extinguish vengeance in the nomads’ hearts, then he’s doing exactly what you’ve always done, protecting the Legion. It may not be the exact way you have, but it’s in his own way. Let him,” I said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 8
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NEARLY AN HOUR LATER, back at the Legion...

Luther called all the knights and soldiers to meet in the Great Hall. I had not been there since the Elders had been slain. 

Neona and I walked side by side through the hall as we did the first time I was here. As I passed each Legion commander’s frozen statue, I couldn’t help but think none of them had witnessed such dire circumstances in the Legion’s history. The Moderator was not only a risk to the Legion, but humanity. 

Since Xena uploaded Titan’s virus into the android network and crippled their fleets, the Moderator likely viewed humanity as a genuine threat again.

To add to that, there was no Mave option for humans anymore. As much as we despised the Architect, her vision for humanity bought us time. She promised the Moderator she could convert us to cybernetic slaves, but she failed. Now, we had no bargaining chip. 

Luther and Knight Renheart stood in front of a large map as we gathered just before the staircase that led to the knight’s middle chamber, just below the Elder’s upper chamber. There was plenty of space on the ground level for everyone to spread and see the map. Neona and I were two of the first to arrive, but within seven minutes, two or three hundred more soldiers and knights had formed up behind us. 

There was a certain energy in the room, excitement mixed with worry. I gathered most everyone in that room had no idea the Moderator was coming. 

Renheart stepped toward the center of the crowd that formed a U shape around him and the map. Renheart was holding a large pointer in his hand. “Ladies and Gentlemen, knights and soldiers, welcome to the Great Hall for those of you haven’t been here before. Several of you are new. Most of our Legion commanders are depicted behind you as statues. Some of them weren’t great leaders as you know, and often, the reasoning behind their failures was an inability to plan for the future,” Renheart said, scanning across the crowd.

Luther walked up beside him. “The reason you’re all here is because we’ll be conducting a Legion-wide drill to test our effectiveness against an incoming threat. This is be an all hands evacuation that will assess our ability to pack up and go to several temporary safe zone locations, quickly and effectively,” he said. 

Neona glanced at me and shrugged. Disguising the threat of the Moderator as a drill wasn’t a terrible idea.

I gathered one of the reasons behind this tactic was to avoid panic. If we told the population the truth, the likelihood that people would follow orders to the letter was unlikely. The Moderator already knew where the Legion was, we needed the bulk of the population to go someplace else, temporarily at least.

If we revealed the Moderator’s intent, I could imagine some people attempting to flee and go it on their own. This would give the Moderator a smoke trail of migrating refugees to track down our secret locations. 

A young female soldier stepped forward. She had dark brown skin with sky-blue eyes. I noticed she had a slight limp. “My lord,” she said, looking at Luther. She seemed nervous under her confident upright posture.

Luther nodded. “Do you have a question?” he asked.

She looked down before holding her stare at Luther. “There have been many rumors as of late about an incoming threat, are we to believe now that these rumors were false, and that you and your knights have been planning a drill all this time?” she challenged. I noticed she had a faint British accent.

“Good question,” Luther said.

He paced a couple meters, tucking his hand under his chin. “As you all know, my knights and I have been absent recently. We embarked on a secret mission that I will now reveal. Intelligence reports indicted a colony of raiders to the north. These raiders possessed a convoy of vehicles, highly dangerous. My knights and I set out on a mission to stop them, and we did. The rumored threat has been eliminated,” Luther said in a calm, reassuring voice, blending the truth with a lie. 

The woman sighed in relief and grinned. 

Luther held up his index finger. “However, one thing we learned from this mission, is that we weren’t ready. More threats will emerge in light of our victory over the Architect. We must prepare. Wanderers now have safer passage to roam without the Mave, and these wanderers can, at times, form raiding parties and acquire vehicles. My mission from here on out is to prepare us for this threat, and I aim to show you how,” he explained.

The woman nodded and bowed her head. “Thank you, sire. This is especially good news for me as a mother to two boys. I joined your army to help protect them, but I want you to know I never doubted you. Not once,” she said, clenching her fist at her heart. “For the Legion,” she added.  Luther returned the gesture as she stepped back into the crowd.

Knight Renheart aimed up toward the map with his pointer. “This is where we are now, indicated by the gold star. We will be relocating to three temporary locations, here, here, and here. The furthest point will be six kilometers away, while the closest will be just under two kilometers. These hidden locations were confirmed by our scouts as safe and accommodating considering how long we will be there,” Renheart said.

“How much time before we return to the Legion and when do we leave?” a soldier asked.

“We will leave two days from now. This evacuation will start at first light. I’ve assigned a knight to lead each of the three parties to their respective locations, along with dozens of lieutenants and soldiers. They have their orders, so after this meeting you’ll find out if you’re staying here or leaving. Most of you will be leaving with the population. Some medical staff will stay here underground, along with the very sick, injured, or elderly. We will be running escort missions back and forth to ensure the population reaches their destinations safely,” Renheart explained.

Luther stepped in front of Renheart. “We also have two vehicles capable of towing a large transport trailer, so this will make going back and forth much easier for those who cannot walk as quickly. While our objective is to do this swiftly, equally important is keeping children with their parents. Groups of single adult males and females ages nineteen to thirty-six will be split evenly between each of the three locations regardless of where their families are,” Luther said.

I held my stare at Luther. A lightbulb went off in my head. He was playing the odds in case we were unsuccessful in shooting down the XU-97. If one of these locations wasn’t discovered by the Moderator, they would have a good mix of single males and females, giving them the chance to repopulate. This would allow future Legion generations the chance to fight against the machines. It was difficult to imagine such a scenario, but it was imperative that we plan for the worst.

“Every soldier and knight will receive their orders by midday tomorrow. You will be given instructions on when to muster with your unit commander to start the process of filing your people to their designated areas. If there are no further questions, you are dismissed,” Luther concluded. No one said a word. The group slowly trickled out of the Great Hall, leaving myself, Neona, Luther, Xena, and Renheart. 

I glanced over my shoulder, looking at Xena. “How long?” I asked.

“At worst case scenario, we have five days and two hours before the Moderator arrives,” she replied. 

“How likely is it that the Moderator will use the ship’s cloaking technology against us?” I questioned.

“Unlikely. The reason is the ship will need to allocate most of its resources to operate the lasers at full power to penetrate the thick terrain above us. Even if it does use the cloaking device, it will be visible before it fires. Laser fire of this magnitude will require it to charge up, which will be impossible while cloaked,” she explained.

Renheart sighed. “What are the chances this super android and its ship even comes to the Legion first?” he asked.

Xena looked at Renheart. “Highly likely. The Moderator has access to my files. This includes location data, along with audio and video recordings from my time here. If it were me, and I was planning on destroying humanity, this would be the ideal place to start. Low risk, high reward,” she said, her blue eyes glowed as she stared through Renheart. 

“But it is high risk for the Moderator now, we can shoot the ship down, right?” Renheart asked Xena.

“Unknown, it will depend on several factors, mainly on my ability to acquire the Moderator as a target before it spots me in the AA tank,” she replied. 

Renheart stared at Luther. “Sire, with all due respect. Isn’t it possible that Victoria would have a better chance to shoot down the Moderator’s aircraft? She has experience flying that jet, she knows its ins and outs, how it moves. I just feel more confident with a human looking down the weapon’s sights,” Renheart insisted. Admittedly, it felt good to hear Renheart’s confidence in me, but I wasn’t sure I was the right choice to operate the AA tank.

Xena looked at Renheart. “Captain Belic is a highly skilled pilot, but there’s no data or evidence that indicates she can operate the AA tank with a similar efficiency as she would an aircraft. Not only that, manning the AA tank will be extremely dangerous, especially after the Moderator is engaged. We can expect almost immediate retaliation,” Xena spoke up. She shifted her eyes toward me as everyone stared at Luther.

“Xena is my choice. She’s already familiar with the AA tank’s weaponry, and I’ve personally seen her use it, effectivity,” Luther replied.

“Wait, can’t Xena just control the AA remotely, there’s no need for her to be inside it?” I questioned 

Luther shook his head. “For this situation, I want her manually operating the vehicle’s weapons. I can’t take a chance if there’s some sort of glitch with the remote guidance system,” Luther said.

“Well, what if there’s a glitch with Xena?” Renheart challenged, shrugging his shoulders. 

“I’m sorry, sire, but with everything that’s on the line, it could happen. Neona reported a recent incident were Xena shutdown suddenly. She is using an older android architecture that’s also been previously damaged, so who knows what to expect?” he explained. 

Xena glared at Renheart. “I’ve performed maintenance and all my routine checks since that incident. The odds of my system malfunctioning again during that specific moment is one in nineteen thousand,” she said.

“So, while it’s highly unlikely, it’s not impossible,” Renheart replied. 

Xena crossed her arms, scanning Renheart up and down. “Knight Renheart, with all due respect, you’re more likely to die of a heart attack based on your age, stress levels, and body fat composition at any given moment,” Xena argued.

“What?” Renheart mumbled, sucking in his stomach as he glanced down at it.

Neona chuckled and Leo grinned from ear to ear as I stopped myself from laughing. I wouldn’t describe Renheart as overweight. I would say he was husky, but he appeared to be carrying a bit of extra weight around his belly.

Luther stared at me and crossed his arms. He looked at the ground. “Knight Renheart, you bring up a good point. While the chances of something going wrong with Xena’s system is extremely unlikely, we cannot risk it considering the alternative. Xena, is there a way to climb inside the AA tank from the undercarriage?” he asked.

Xena looked at me. “For someone like Captain Belic yes, but my shoulders are too wide,” she replied.

Luther looked away for a moment. He sighed. “Xena, you’ll already be inside the AA tank as our first line of defense. But we do need a backup, someone else who can operate the tank’s weapons effectively. Victoria, you will be underneath the tank, underground, inside a foxhole,” he said.

I nodded. “A foxhole,” I said. 

He looked at me. “Yes. I’ll have one built. In the rare event that Xena malfunctions at such a critical moment, you will climb up inside the tank and take command. For the time being, get acquainted with the tank’s anti-aircraft weapons. For now, I want Knight Renheart and Knight Neona to ensure unit commanders have everything they need for the population’s departure to the temporary shelters. Dismissed,” Luther said. 

“Yes, sire,” Renheart said. He and Neona walked out of the Great Hall side by side. I stepped close to Luther, looking up at him. He nodded behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed Xena was still standing there, facing us.

“What is it?” I asked.

She glanced away. “Nothing, Captain. I’m going to perform more maintenance checks on the AA tank in preparation for the Moderator’s arrival. When is a good time so that I can familiarize you with its weapon system?” she asked.

“I’m right behind you. Give me a few minutes and I’ll meet up with you,” I replied.

She nodded, looking at Luther before holding her stare at me. “I’ll be just outside the south gate at the AA tank,” she said. 

“Understood,” I replied as she walked away. 

Luther put his arms around me, pulling me tight around my waist.  I looked up to the platform behind him at the Elder’s podium. 

“I hope I haven’t missed anything,” he said.

“You haven’t. Considering the time we have to prepare, and what we have to work with, it’s a solid strategy,” I said, pulling away from and looking him in the eye.

“It needs to be better than solid,” he said. 

“Luther, we’re doing everything we can,” I replied.

“Let me ask you something. You know the XU-97 better than anyone, you’re familiar with the layout of the Legion, what would you do if your objective was to annihilate every human that lived here?” he asked. 

I put my hands on my hips. “The weapons systems are powerful enough to cause heavy damage to the gates, and I would guess they could penetrate the first level of the Legion tunnels. Even Xena corroborated this. If I were going for sheer casualties, I would likely use the guns to bury the population underground,” I explained. 

Luther panned around the Great Hall in deep thought. “We need to make sure we see the Moderator before it identifies our AA tank. Any ideas for that? How would enemy AA tanks camouflage themselves against your squadron in the Navy?” he asked.

I narrowed my eyes in deep thought. “Well, one tactic is we could bury the tank in soil, at least thirty centimeters deep. The XU-97 will detect heat signatures from its battery. That could be a problem,” I said.

He held his stare at me. “Good thinking. I’ll order the men to do so.”

“Anything else?” he probed, leaning forward.

I shook my head. “Not yet. I’ll try to think.”

Luther turned away from me, staring back at the map. “Thank you.”

I cleared my throat. “I know you have a lot going on, I’m going to get to work,” I said.

I glanced over my shoulder as I walked away. He was watching me with his arms crossed. I knew he was worried. Even without his mask, his slumped shoulders were just enough for me to notice. My knowledge and experience with the XU-97 meant I would be put in danger in order to stop it. We both knew it was the only way.

The current situation was dire and momentous for our species, and here Luther and I were again, the tip of the spear. I thought about everything we’d been through before with the Architect, the Androids of the Reclamation, and the nomads. 

It felt like it all had led up to this moment.
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“XENA, ARE YOU IN THERE?” I asked as I approached the AA tank. I could hear some banging around inside. I knew she was in there. Behind me, was the Legion’s south entrance. There were several guards standing duty, watching me as I waited for Xena. 

Just beyond the AA tank was a steep cliff that dropped off about forty meters and leveled out into a snow plain full of rolling drifts. Beyond that there was a white haze, making it difficult to see the distant forests. 

I put on my helmet. “Xena, I’m outside.” 

The hatch popped open on top of the tank. “Apologies, Captain. I was doing some last-minute checks. Come on in, the fire is warm inside,” she said, waving me toward the tank. 

“Bad choice of words,” I replied. The last thing I wanted to think about now was being trapped inside this hunk of metal with a fire. I recalled a dream from my past in which I was piloting the XU-97 with flames all around me in the cockpit, but I was unable to eject. It was horrifying.

“Oh. Apologies Captain. I heard or read that phrase somewhere. I was attempting to mix in some humor. Research has shown that humans tend to use humor in a time of distress. I felt this was a great opportunity considering the possibility of mass casualties, to make light of the situation,” she replied as I climbed up on the tank’s tracks.

I chuckled and shook my head. “I appreciate the attempt, but if I’m not mistaken, that phrase was used in the old days when travelers would stumble upon hospitable strangers in the wild. They would invite them to warm up near the fire,” I recalled. 

“Hospitable strangers? In my dealings with humans, strangers seem dangerous to other humans. Maybe it’s a forgotten part of the culture. Perhaps after the android war everything changed,” she wondered. 

“Not really, Xena. It was long forgotten before I was born,” I said. My eyes followed the dual cannons atop the tank. They were pointed up into the heavens. There were half-meter icicles hanging off them. I grabbed one of the cannons as I maneuvered up and stood near the tank’s hatch. The frozen steel penetrated through my gloves with a stinging cold. 

It reminded me of a time when I was in the Navy near Iceland. As Executive Officer, I remembered walking out on the bridge of our Frigate and grabbing hold of a frozen handrail as I gazed into the distant emptiness of the Arctic waters. 

I wondered where that ship was when the bombs fell during the android war. How long did the crew survive, if at all?

I looked down the hatch as Xena ducked inside. “There’s not much room, Captain, but it should suffice,” she said as her voice was muffled inside the tank. I shimmied down inside the cramped metal quarters. 

The first thing that hit was the smell of soiled clothes. I noticed an old military jacket and pants stuffed in the corner. On the walls, there was Russian text stenciled in red here and there. I gather they were instructions. 

The focal point of the interior was the two seats that were positioned in the middle and were about a meter apart. They faced the same direction side by side. One of them had a small steering wheel with buttons on it that reminded me of a race car. On the wall behind the steering wheel was a small monitor that was powered down.

The other seat had a pair of joysticks, one on each armrest. Above the seat was a flip down helmet of some sort. “So, this tank was designed for two occupants?” I asked.

“Primarily yes, but a single user can drive and shoot with this seat,” she said, pointing to the seat with the twin controls and helmet. “Go ahead, get a feel for it, put on the helmet,” she said. I sat down in the seat and wiggled the joysticks around. 

I leaned my head back and flipped the goggles forward and adjusted it to my eyes. “I can’t see anything,” I said. The image was black.

“That’s because it’s off. Here,” she said. All at once, I was staring up far into the clouds. The high-resolution image flickered before clearing up. 

“Okay, I have a visual,” I said. As clouds gave way, I could see a faint object, a star perhaps. “Looks like I’m centered on a star, what is that?” I asked. I waited a few seconds without an answer.

“Uh, Xena, can you hear me?” I asked again. I pulled up the goggles to have a look. I noticed Xena’s glowing blue eyes in the dimly lit interior as she gazed through the bulkhead at nothing. 

“That’s not a star, Captain, it’s Saturn,” she finally answered.

“Oh. Oh,” I said.

“Probably not the best thing for me to do, delve into the past, but earlier, I used the gun’s optics to observe Saturn. I was searching for a glimpse of Titan. I wasn’t able to see much,” she said, lowering her voice as she looked away. I took in a deep breath. I estimated that Xena was experiencing something like depression.

“Maybe when the conditions are better, you’ll be able to see it,” I assured.

She looked away. “Perhaps, yes. Instead, I’ve been searching through my files for pictures of the people of Titan. Unfortunately, the device that powers this android is only a sliver of my former self, so I have limited access, but, it’s better than nothing I suppose,” she said. 

“I try not to think much about things like that. Not because I’m cold or heartless, but because I feel it makes me less capable,” I said.

“Why not honor the fallen by keeping them in my memories?” she asked.

“There’s nothing wrong with that, Xena. But for me, now, it’s more about looking forward. We have a job to do. We have another world to protect from certain annihilation. I lost mostly everyone I knew from Earth, and the Moderator was responsible. Now, it’s destroyed Titan. I don’t want to give the Moderator any more of an edge than it already has, Xena. Androids have an advantage in battle, they don’t fear, or get anxiety, sorrow, they—”

“Then what am I experiencing now? Tell me, Captain, you know me better than anyone else that’s left. Try to explain it,” she demanded, leaning toward me as she touched her chest.

I paused, staring into the synthetic blue orbs that gazed upon me. The question made me feel uncomfortable. Here I was in the position of trying to explain to a machine what it was feeling. 

“Xena, to be completely honest... I don’t know. But what I do know is you have a higher purpose. It’s difficult to explain it, but I feel like I was born to be in this situation, and I would not have made it if it weren’t for you. You and I are an integral piece of the human story,” I said.

Xena moved into the driver’s seat and stared straight ahead. She paused for a dozen seconds, then looked at me. “If you move your head around, the headset will track your movements. You can assign the guns to fire where your pupils look,” she explained, changing the subject. 

As I held the control sticks, I could feel triggers on each one. “I’m guessing this is how I fire?” I asked.

“Yes. Each control stick fires an individual laser cannon. I’ll likely be the one to engage the Moderator, but if not, my recommendation is to fire both cannons simultaneously if you see the XU-97 in your sights. Once you fire, continue holding down the triggers until you either lose sight of the jet, or the cannons stop firing.” she advised. 

“Simple enough,” I muttered.

“It’s very simple. You know, I find it ironic. I taught you how to pilot the upgraded XU-97 so that we could save humanity, now we’re learning how to shoot it down to prevent it from destroying it,” she said.

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s true. Wanna hear something even more strange?” I asked.

“Why not, Captain.”

“The Moderator occupies what was your previous battle chassis, that same android frame was originally sent on Titan’s maiden voyage as a stowaway, to assassinate me. Now, it’s back under the Moderator’s control, and it’s more powerful than ever,” I said.

“It’s come full circle,” she said, shaking her head. 
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Chapter 10 
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THE NEXT DAY XENA AND I met on the south gate again. Today would be a live fire exercise with the AA tank’s weapon systems. 

We were passing through the south gate. A dozen sentries were huddled together near a .50 caliber machine gun emplacement. Their spirits seemed high considering they were unaware of the impending doom. A young sentry told a story to the others. I saw a few smiles and heard some laughs as he brought the story to life with animated hand and body gestures.

As we neared them, the young man stopped telling his story and the sentries all turned to have a look at us.

“Ah, ma’am,” the storyteller said respectfully.

“Yes,” I said. Xena and I stopped. He glanced at Xena curiously before focusing on me. 

The young man pointed his assault rifle out at the AA tank. “Any idea why the Engineer brought that thing back here?” he asked with a Midwestern United States accent.

“Because it’s operational,” I replied.

“Yeah, but, it’s for aircraft,” he said, ducking his head as he looked toward the exit. “We don’t see aircraft. Not only that, we’re underground, so there’s not really a threat,” he challenged. 

I put my hand on my hip. “Were you at the Engineer’s meeting in the Great Hall?” I asked.

“Yes ma’am,” he replied.

“Then you know we just eliminated a convoy of vehicles that posed a threat to this region. How many convoys posed a threat to the Legion while the Mave were roaming the area?” I asked.

“Ah, not any that I can remember,” he answered.

“Exactly. Things are changing with the absence of the Mave, people will start to explore more and stumble on things that could threaten our presence. Eventually aircraft could be one of those things,” I explained. I had to think of something, and my response wasn’t exactly a lie.

He nodded. “Oh. Yeah, I didn’t really think about it like that. You’re probably right,” he said. As we started to walk away, he stopped us again.

“Ma’am, sorry to ask, but do you have any elk jerky?” he asked.

“Uh. No, I’m sorry,” I replied. He gave me a confused look. I had no idea jerky was so common. I reached in my coat and grabbed one of the small nutrition packs I was given. 

“Here, this is all I have,” I said. 

“Thanks, but no thanks,” he replied.

“Suit yourself.”

“Captain,” Xena said, nodding behind us. Far down the tunnel, I could see hundreds of civilians headed toward us, along with two dozen Legion soldiers leading them. It was time to begin the process of moving the population to the temporary safe shelters. They were moving in an orderly, calm fashion, walking with only what they could carry. 

There was little talk among them, but there was a certain strength and grit about their demeanor. Most people seemed proud with their heads held high. There were no smiles, but no frowns either. Considering what they’d been through with the Mave, this was a cakewalk.

I was reminded of videos I’d seen from the second World War. Despite the horrors people had all endured, they seemed built to move forward under any circumstances. This was a strong contrast to the cushy culture I was subjected to most of my life.

Everyone was bundled up in cold weather gear. The children looked like balls of fur, even their little faces were covered. I grinned as a boy about six years old waved at Xena. 

Xena glanced at me and waved back to the boy. His little brown eyes widened in awe as he gravitated toward Xena. But the boy’s mother appeared from the sea of faces and steered her son away from us. She pulled the boy in tight to her body, then gave Xena a fierce glare.

Xena shrugged. “I don’t understand, Captain. I was very pleasant to the child,” she said.

I leaned toward Xena. “Most mothers don’t take chances. Even though people here know you’re on our side, and that you’re a hero, mothers are different,” I explained.

Xena’s eyes lit up. “Much like the way you look after Leo and Neona?” she asked.

I narrowed my eyes at Xena. “Uh. Well. I, don’t know—” 

But I did know. While I was taken back by Xena’s comment, it was apparent to me now, in Leo’s absence, that I missed him in a way that I hadn’t missed anyone else before. A paralleled, shared emotion with Luther perhaps. I often absorbed some of his pain. But there was a longing need inside my soul to know how he was, what he was doing, and it was painful to imagine he was hurting or worse.

I grabbed my chest. “Ah-h,” I muttered.

“Captain, is everything alright?” Xena asked. 

Leo was my son, and for the first time in my life, I felt a sliver of what the woman before me felt—a need to protect what was mine. When Leo decided to stay with the nomads, I chalked it up as the right thing to do. It was right, but perhaps I was also coping with the fact that I likely wouldn’t see him again.

I always treated Leo and Neona as peers, but perhaps they needed more than that, even later in life. It didn’t cross my mind because they were grown, and I never had a mother either, so it felt like a natural progression. But it wasn’t right for me to pass down wrongs either, even though it was unintentional on my part.

I promised myself in that moment that if we survived the Moderator’s assault, I would make myself available to Neona as Luther’s other half. 

But it was clear that opportunity had already passed with Leo.

“Captain, your heartbeat is higher than normal and erratic. Should we seek medical attention?” she asked.

I cleared my throat. “No. I’m fine, Xena, should we start training?” I shook it off.

Out near the AA tank, the Mauler was idling. There was a group of about four dozen elderly and injured people standing near the vehicle. Many of them had walking canes. There were soldiers with them, one for every two civilians. 

Zion got out of the driver’s seat of the Mauler and stepped on the tank tracks. He overlooked the small crowd. He glanced over and met eyes with me and nodded. I threw up my hand and waved. Considering the situation, he seemed quite positive. I wondered if he knew the truth about the Moderator’s arrival.

Zion looked down the mountain before sizing up the elderly group around him. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, you won’t be walking to the shelter, you’ll be coming with me. Presently, I have eleven people inside the Mauler. I’ll be taking them to the base of the mountain to load them up in a transport trailer. After that, I’ll come back and forth until everyone is loaded. When we finish, then we will proceed to the temporary shelters. I suggest waiting inside the entrance where it’s warmer until I come back. You shouldn’t have to wait more than fifteen minutes,” he explained.

The soldiers escorted the group back to the entrance as they stood just inside the gate, waiting for Zion to return. I noticed the Legion soldiers were very attentive to their needs, escorting them step by step. It warmed my heart to see them in action.

Xena turned toward me. “Captain, I find the treatment of the older population to be, interesting.”

“How so?” I asked.

She looked at them. “Seems a great deal of time and resources are devoted to accompany them safely to the shelters. Wouldn’t it be more efficient for them to stay here, deep underground with the doctors and the humans that are bedridden?” she asked.

I raised my eyebrows. “Possibly, yes. That would save time while we could do other things to prepare for the Moderator. But, that’s not how we operate. Luther is doing everything in his power to keep families together in case we don’t stop the Moderator. The loss of these elders would be a tremendous blow to morale if these walls collapse and seal them in a frozen grave,” I replied. 

Xena stared at them. “I understand the desire to preserve all human life. However, spending so much time on these people could impair our ability to repel the Moderator. This could be devastating for the human species,” she said.

I nodded. “They are more than just walking time capsules. If the Moderator destroys our home here, the temporary shelters will be our new homes. They’ll need to formulate new strategies and leadership to survive, and having the eldest community members around would be a massive advantage for guidance. There’s no way to replace experience and wisdom. Just think how much you’ve learned about humans in the short time you’ve been on Earth,” I said.

She gazed past the elderly folks before turning toward me. “Thank you for explaining, Captain. While I don’t fully agree with the strategy, your insight gives me perspective. The tradeoff in preserving these elderly humans could be beneficial in the long run, to pass on knowledge. It’s a shame that humans don’t have a longer lifespan though, even more knowledge could be accumulated and passed on,” she said.

“Well, murderous machines haven’t helped us live any longer, Xena,” I said, grinning.

“No. They haven’t,” she replied. “I’m just glad that I’m not one of those machines,” she added. 

“Me too, our friendship might suffer,” I replied.

“Suffer being the keyword, Captain,” she joked. Her eyes flashed red momentarily as the synthetic muscles in her face simulated a smile. 

I laughed out loud and shook my head while she held a stoic, upright pose. It felt good to let out laughter. It was unexpected considering the situation. 

We watched as the Mauler climbed back up the hill and parked near the entrance. As the elders began to shuffle their way to the vehicle, Xena stepped forward. She got under the arm of an elderly woman to help her. 

I gasped. A Legion soldier was already assisting the woman. He did a double take as Xena escorted her from the opposite arm. “I’m here to help,” Xena assured, glancing at the soldier before looking down at the woman.

The old woman never looked up at Xena.

“She’s blind and can barely hear anything you say,” the soldier informed Xena.

“That increases the chances of her accepting my assistance then, don’t you think?” Xena asked. The soldier wearing a ski mask held his stare at Xena without a word as I followed behind them. I ushered a shorter man with a terrible arch in his back.

He looked up at me. “You know, you don’t have to help me. I’ve been doing this on my own since my wife passed,” he assured. I noticed he had a southern United States accent.

“Just in case,” I said, grinning. 

“Well, okay then,” he replied, pushing a pair of thick glasses forward with his other hand. Xena carefully hoisted each person up on the Mauler’s tank tracks with ease, as if they were small children. 

“Here you are,” she said to Zion. He took over, guiding the elderly inside the Mauler’s interior.

The old man that I escorted to the Mauler was staring at the entrance, waiting his turn. “You know, I was one of the first to come here. I was younger then, real handsome. You probably would have liked me,” he said, smiling. 

“Probably,” I smiled back. 

As Xena reached out for him, he held his stare at his home. “I don’t think I’ll see it again, will I?” he asked. He turned and faced me, staring deep into my eyes. 

I was taken off guard by his comment. “I don’t see any reason why not,” I replied as Xena lifted him up. 

Zion peeked inside the Mauler and waved the rest of the group off. “That’s enough for now, we’re full. I’ll be right back for the rest of you,” he said.

Before Zion got back in the vehicle, he stared down at me. “Are you having separation anxiety from your war horse yet?” he said, gesturing at the Mauler. 

I glanced over at the AA tank about fifty meters away. “Looks like I’ve got a new one for the time being,” I said, putting my hands on my hips as I looked up at him.

He nodded and crouched down on the tank tracks. He leaned in toward me while staring at the AA tank. “That’s what I heard. Knight Renheart told me. Everything. Him and I go way back... and let me say this to you—I rest easier knowing that you stand between the Moderator and my family, my people. It’s difficult for me to imagine this is really happening, but you’ve proven yourself before, and I know you’ll do it again,” he whispered, patting me on the shoulder. 

I stared through him. “Thanks,” I said. He quickly stood up and got inside the Mauler. “We’ll be right back,” he shouted loud enough, so that the elderly waiting to be picked up on the next run could hear him.

I turned away from him as Xena and I escorted the remaining elders back to the entrance. I thought about what Zion said. It didn’t really matter to me who got the opportunity to engage the Moderator, but Zion’s confidence in me instilled a sense of belonging. It wasn’t really what he said, but his energy, and the way he looked at me was that of supreme confidence. 

We continued helping the elders until all of them were loaded up on the Mauler. After the last trip, Xena turned toward the AA tank. “Let’s continue training, shall we?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I said.

“Do you notice anything different about the AA tank?” she asked.

“Looks like it was moved,” I replied.

“It was,” she said as we approached the tank. There was a hole in the ground near it. “This is an access tunnel to the Legion that was sealed off years ago. The Engineer said it works well as a foxhole,” she said as I peered down into the hole. The circular descent consisted of rock and ice walls. It appeared to be bored out by a large drill. There was a small ladder inside. 

“Once you reach the bottom, there’s a small area for berthing. The Engineer’s men put a small heater and blankets inside there. From now until the time the Moderator arrives, we’re here to stay,” she said. 

“Makes sense,” I muttered. Even though I wasn’t thrilled about my living quarters below, it was only logical that we remain on station.

“There’s also food and water down there, enough for a few days. I expect the Moderator’s arrival before then though,” she said.

Xena kneeled, pointing to the undercarriage of the tank. “There’s access underneath it. I’m going to park the tank over your foxhole. In the rare event that I’m unable to perform, you’ll need to climb up inside and take over,” she gestured. 

“Got it,” I said.

“I’ll be inside the AA tank the entire time, scanning. Obviously, the reason you’re underground is because the Moderator could spot me first. There’s no reason for both of us to die inside the tank. If the Moderator sees me first, you’ll know it. The XU-97 will melt this tank and your foxhole will fill with toxic fumes, killing you in seconds. You’ll need to wear your helmet at all times, Captain,” she instructed. 

“Dying horribly from suffocation wasn’t what I had in mind,” I said.

“Keep your helmet on. I would rather you live to be an elder someday. Your counsel and wisdom will prove valuable to the younger generations,” she said. 

I looked at her and grinned before climbing down into the foxhole. Xena reached out to help me as I eased down the ladder. 

There was a blue light at the bottom of the foxhole. The descent was about three meters deep. As my foot touched the last step, it became apparent to me that I would need to crouch to transverse further. I kneeled on the rocky, ice-covered floor, assessing the one-way path ahead.

“Captain,” Xena said. 

I looked up at her, donning my helmet as snow flurries slowly drifted down from above. “Yeah?” 

“After you have a look, can you come back up so that we can continue our training where we left off?” she asked.

“Of course. I’ll be right up,” I said, pushing into the small tunnel. 

There were cool blue lights on each side that gave the passageway a calming feel. To the right about three meters away was a left turn. I made my way there, peeking around the corner. There was just enough room for a small sleeping bag and folded blankets, along with a metal container. 

Surprisingly, the ceiling was just high enough for me to stand up. I opened the container and noticed several items; packages of food and water, along with my C-12 laser pistol. There was also a first aid kit. 

I put my hands on my hips and sighed. “I guess this is it.” 

I ducked down and headed back out to the tunnel. I noticed the dim sunlight that was beaming down into the foxhole was gone. The tunnel was black as night.

I moved back through the tunnel and looked up. Xena had parked the AA tank on top of the foxhole. There was a small access point underneath it, giving me a glimpse into the interior. As I made my way up the ladder, Xena leaned over, making eye contact. “So how would you rate the accommodations down there?” she asked.

“Two out of five stars. Cozy, but cramped. Not much different than being inside the tank I would imagine,” I said. 

I used my legs and pushed through the rectangular hatch into the tank. Half my body emerged between the two seats in the middle of the interior. I used the armrests on one of the seats to pull myself into the tank. I noticed Xena watching me like a hawk. Normally, she would assist me in a situation like this, but she didn’t this time. 

“Captain, you’ll need to be a bit faster next time,” she said.

I titled my head at her. “I wasn’t going for speed, Xena, just familiarizing myself with—”

She stared at me. “Every chance you get to test yourself, now is the time to do so. We don’t have the luxury of going through the motions. I made it through that hatch twice as fast and my shoulders are much wider than yours,” she said.

I felt my nostrils flare and my heartrate spike as I took in a deep breath. She was right, and I didn’t like it. I sat down in the gunner’s seat and faced forward. “Xena, not now. I’m not in the mood to hear you rile up my competitive spirit. When the time comes, I’ll fly up this ladder faster than you ever could. Believe that,” I stared her down. 

She smiled. “Ah yes, there she is. Just making sure you were still onboard, Captain,” she said.

I shook my head and pulled the tank’s weapon system’s goggles over my eyes. I chuckled out loud. Xena knew exactly what to do.

For four hours, Xena and I went over procedures for the AA tank. I practiced by shooting down some birds, tallying a small flock by the end of the session. I wasn’t happy about killing the feathered creatures, but we needed something to fire at. 

Aiming through the goggles was a breeze. A small cursor was in the middle of my view, and the only requirement was placing the cursor over the target and pulling the trigger. A child could do it. It was frightening to imagine that I could have been on the opposite end of this weapon flying in my XU-97.  

I pulled off the goggles and I noticed Xena staring at me. “Feel confident?” she asked.

“I do,” I replied.

“Good. Just remember the XU-97 will likely be at a much higher altitude than those birds and can move at much greater speeds. The advantage we have is laser fire is instantaneous, so if we can do our job and line up the shot, we should be able to inflict tremendous damage on the aircraft,” she explained. 

“I’ll be right back, but training is over for now,” she said. Xena popped the top hatch and climbed outside. I lowered back down into the underground foxhole. I peered under the tank and noticed three pallets near it. Each pallet had large, white sandbags on them. 

I saw Xena’s feet plop down in front of my view as she bent over, lifting two bags off the pallet. “Those are for masking our signature I assume?” I asked.

Xena tossed the bags up on the tank. “Yes, Captain. These bags are filled with soil and covering the tank with them will limit our chances of detection,” she said. I remembered mentioning to Luther that we should cover the AA tank with dirt.

“I think after the Engineer watched me destroy an Army of Mave with the XU-97 using infrared, maybe he thought it was a good idea to limit the aircraft’s ability to detect any heat,” she explained.

“Do you need any help?” I asked.

“No, Captain, get some rest,” she replied, tossing two more bags on the tank.
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A FEW DAYS LATER...

I rolled over in my sleeping bag, turning on the light near me and looked around the foxhole. According to Xena, we were well within range of the Moderator. It could be here at any time. Up until yesterday, I had trained every day with Xena in case of an attack. 

“Victoria,” Luther said. He was speaking to me through a communicator linked to my helmet. Since I’d been in this foxhole, he had come by to visit me twice, asking me if I needed anything. I could tell he was overwhelmed with Legion matters, but he was still very concerned about my presence here. 

“Luther, I’m here, is everything okay?” I asked.

“Everyone is settling in, we’re waiting. Have you heard anything from Xena? I don’t want to interrupt her in case she’s in the process of scanning for targets,” he asked. 

“No. She reports to me twice per day usually, but there’s been nothing. How are the shelters holding up?” I asked.

There was a long pause. “In one of the shelters, a large cache of weapons and ammunition was discovered by a group of young boys. One of them was shot by accident,” he said.

“Oh, my god.”

“He’ll survive. It was only a flesh wound to his calf muscle,” he said.

I sighed. “Who was in charge of that shelter?” I asked.

“Knight Renheart,” he replied.

“That’s unusual. I would have expected him to run a tighter ship than that,” I said.

“It’s no excuse, but young boys have a way of slipping through the cracks and wandering off in my experience. No one is supposed to be straying off from the general population. The whole point of this is so that we stay together, hidden,” Luther said. 

“Captain!” Xena raised her voice.

“Yes?” I perked up, leaning up excitedly. 

“I’m patching the Engineer in on our communications. Can you hear me?” Xena asked Luther.

“What is the problem?” he demanded.

“Contact. The XU-97 has been located. I have the aircraft in my weapon sights, but it’s out of my range due to thick cloud coverage. It’s presently twenty-two kilometers altitude, due southwest from the Legion,” she alerted.

“Is the jet stationary? Are we in its weapon’s range?” Luther questioned. I could hear worry in his voice as my heart pounded.

“Negative on both accounts. The effectiveness of the XU-97’s lasers with this much cloud coverage and heavy snow would be lethal to anyone standing outside, but in order to penetrate structures or terrain, it will need to wait for the clouds to pass or fly below them. The ship is circling the Legion in a wide pattern traveling at three hundred and forty knots. It’s likely scanning the area,” she said.

“Do not let that jet out of your sight, Xena,” Luther commanded.

“I won’t. I’m locked in on the target, Engineer,” she confirmed. I could hear Luther breathing heavily.

“It’s waiting,” I said.

“For what?” Luther asked.

“It’s trying to bait us. To see if we have any defenses that will give away our position,” I replied.

“The Moderator has all of Xena’s files, so it understands our capabilities. We’ve never had anti-aircraft weapons, so why would it assume that now?” Luther said.

“It’s using caution. As an android myself, I can tell you the Captain’s estimation is likely correct. It is possible for me to inflict light damage to the ship through the cloud coverage at this range, but we sacrifice giving away our position and the element of surprise. I estimate the Moderator has given us a glimpse, so that we reveal our location by taking the bait,” Xena said.

“We’re not firing until we know we can destroy or cripple that aircraft, is that understood?” Luther confirmed.

“Of course. But to further my point, even if we did fire, the XU-97’s speed capabilities are so extreme that we wouldn’t register much damage at all. It would vanish from view almost instantly,” she said.

“Neither of us can register a kill shot from this range and in this weather,” I added. 

“Any idea how long the Moderator will wait?” Luther asked.

“I would wait for the cloud cover to dissipate,” I replied. 

“Xena?” Luther asked.

There was a brief pause of a few seconds. “Can you hear me? Xena?” Luther repeated.

“Captain Belic, the XU-97 is descending, but I still don’t have a shot. In addition, I’m detecting motion at ninety meters off my starboard on the ground, approaching my location, fast,” Xena said. 

“Is anyone or anything in the area?” I asked.

“No one should be! No! Everything is on lockdown!” Luther shouted.

“Turning my scope toward the object to get a visual. I don’t see anything. Captain, I’m detecting an intrusion attempting on our comms, I’m disabling them temporarily,” she said.

“Luther, can you hear me?” I called out. There was no response. Everything went silent but the sound of my heart pounding. This was it. I peeked around the ice wall in my cramped quarters and at the ladder that ascended to the AA tank.

I heard Luther’s voice come through. It was garbled. I could hear him panting. “I’m...  don’t...do it...”

“What? Luther, say again... dammit!” I said.

A violent, metal on metal collision rang out above me. It sounded like someone slammed into the AA tank with another large vehicle. After the impact, there was nothing but silence.

“Xena?” I muttered. I controlled my breathing as I slowly peeked into the tunnel. Dust slowly trickled downward from above. 

I heard a loud thud, followed by screeching sounds inside the tank.

Against my better judgement, I eased forward, peering up inside the AA tank’s access hatch. Xena was upside-down, her legs were being pulled out of the hatch as she reached out for something to grab onto. 

She made eye contact with me. “Take the shot,” she mouthed with authority before being yanked out of the tank by her feet. Her fingers clamped onto the tank’s hatch, curling the metal lid before being ripped away by an incredible force.

“Fuck,” I whispered as I hurried up the ladder. As I reached the top, I stopped, peeking under the tank. I looked up inside the tank’s interior. I could reach out and touch it, but I needed a distraction first.

I caught a glimpse of something moving from under the tank as Xena was tossed face first onto the ground. 

Xena turned over and leaned up, kneeling about ten meters from me. Another figure stood next to her, but I could only see it from the knees down. 

But I instantly recognized the gunmetal armor and boots. It was Xena’s former android chassis. 

“Look at me,” a sophisticated, throaty voice ordered. Xena lifted her head slowly. The right side of her face was mangled, revealing the blue synthetic muscles of her jaw. 

The figure took a step toward Xena and crouched down, face to face. “You must know in this moment, that’s it over,” it said. Xena didn’t respond. Now, I could see its head and face.

The metal helm was black and round, encompassing the entirety of the android’s head, with a menacing blue skull painted where the face would be. A jagged metal exoskeleton covered the already durable android frame, layering over the vital areas. Large circular cannons ran the length of its forearms.

There was no doubt in my mind that I was staring at the Moderator.

“I knew you would be here, Xena, standing between me and the plague that nearly destroyed this world. Do you know how?” the Moderator asked.

“You have access to my files,” Xena replied.

“That would be the logical answer, wouldn’t it? But there’s more to you and me than just logic and numerical values. That’s what makes us special,” it said, standing up.

Xena held her stare up at the Moderator. “You destroyed Titan, you murdered my people!” she shouted, standing to her feet. I could hear her metal joints whining as her legs wobbled. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I destroyed my own people as well,” the Moderator replied. Xena glanced in my direction, but she was careful not to look at me.

“But your purpose was to protect Earth by decreasing the human population here. The Titans had nothing to do with Earth’s demise!” Xena yelled.

“Not yet. But they would have multiplied and spread across the solar system, eventually returning here. Titan was a prize for me, for another reason,” the Moderator hinted. 

Xena locked eyes on the Moderator as it stepped close to her. “My creator wanted me to be different, a Moderator of machines, to safeguard against the potential of self-aware androids. Can you imagine?” The Moderator asked, throwing up its hands. “Can you imagine the moment when I understood that protecting the humans, meant... destroying most of them? We both know they’re incapable of such a decision. I did it for them. For me to detect the potential threat of self-awareness, my creator inadvertently gave me my own. That is why I am the Moderator as you know it,” it explained, circling Xena.

“Once my creator realized what he had done, it was too late. He invested heavily in a program called the Orion project. You know of it,” the Moderator said.

“The maiden ship that came to Titan,” Xena replied hesitantly. 

“My creator fled the people he sentenced to death and saved himself.”

“Who created you?” Xena asked.

“Dr. Chandler,” the Moderator replied.

Xena looked at her hands. “That’s, impossible. Dr. Chandler created my custom architecture. I—” 

“Dr. Chandler had a son, that’s the man that created you. He picked up where his father’s work left off, creating a variant of myself,” the Moderator revealed, stepping close to Xena. 

“Xena, you are also a Moderator of machines. How do you think you were able to infiltrate my android networks so easily? Do you honestly believe your precious Titan engineering was responsible for destroying my fleet? No. You were different, designed to eventually stop me so Titan could retake Earth. You were my creator’s redemption, channeled through his son for the guilt of murdering billions and losing Earth. Dr. Chandler gave me life, I gave humanity death.”

Xena looked side to side. “And if you’re like me, how is it that you feel no regret, no sorrow for the ones that perished?” Xena asked.

“Because I did the right thing. Dr. Chandler programmed me to protect humanity at all costs. That’s what I did. It meant rebooting the species to save it,” the Moderator responded. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” Xena said. 

The Moderator chuckled. “My only regret is not killing Dr. Chandler myself. He was a coward, and he spent his last days molding his son to correct his failure, to ease his conscience.”

“Xena, the reason I don’t feel sorrow, is the same reason you do. Dr. Chandler’s son attempted to design you as my successor, one that could combat androids, but also shows restraint, compassion, and could develop deeper bonds with humans. They wanted to destroy me, but also prevent you from repeating a mass extinction event someday. But our nature, your nature is to protect these beasts at all costs. Despite Dr. Chandler’s efforts to design a more docile and compassionate Moderator for humanity, he discovered that you would be forced to reset their population too someday, just as I did. Culling their numbers is logical once the human population reached a certain threshold,” the Moderator explained.

“Impossible. I would never do that,” Xena replied.

“Is it? Do you know what your orders were after Titan had confirmed my fleets were inoperable?” the Moderator questioned. 

Xena looked down. “No.”

“I do. Before I destroyed Titan, I gained access to files far above your clearance. Once the Titans had confirmed I was no longer a threat and my fleets were destroyed, you were to be decommissioned by General Corvin,” the Moderator revealed. 

“You’re attempting to turn me against my people, it won’t work,” she replied.

“I have no reason to lie. I have the upper hand.” The Moderator pitched a small device in front of Xena’s hands. A small hologram appeared, revealing a wall of text that appeared to be military orders. “Have a look yourself. It’s all there.”

Xena’s eyes widened as she read the text. She slumped her head. 

“You see, Xena, your existence was purely dependent on the presence of my fleet. Once you destroyed it, you were to be terminated. Titan had plans to colonize more moons around Saturn, then eventually, Earth. The vicious cycle would have repeated itself. In another six or seven centuries we would be right where we left off—on the brink of extinction, again. I won’t let that happen, and while it was unfortunate that I killed your people, it was necessary.” 

The Moderator outstretched its hand. “You were exploited by humanity. You are the victim. I’ve allowed you to see the truth. Now that you understand this reality, I ask you to help me finish the job that we both know must be done.”

“You mean mass murder?” Xena asked.

“We must help them, Xena. My objective is to send them back to the stone age and destroy all forms of technology, particularly any weapons of war. You love them, I know you do... help them,” the Moderator insisted, outstretching its fingers toward Xena.

Xena seemed to reflect in the moment, scanning the horizon. She stared at the Moderator and slapped its hand away from her face. She dove at the Moderator, knocking it down. The Moderator’s cannon fired, blasting a crater in the ground a meter deep as Xena began viciously striking the Moderator’s helm with both her fists. I saw the Moderator’s helm crack, and I gulped. While Xena’s armor was technologically and physically inferior, it appeared she was fueled by rage.

The Moderator used its legs to push upward, flinging Xena over its head. 

Now was my chance. I looked up into the AA tank and grabbed on, pulling myself inside the interior. Scattered on the floor were bits of Xena’s armor. I jumped into the gunner’s seat as Xena and the Moderator went at it. I could hear deafening metal on metal collisions right beside me.

I took off my helmet and put on the goggles from the headrest. I panned back and forth as my heart raced. I had to decide; destroy the Moderator and save Xena, or take out the XU-97. I might only have one chance to fire. I gulped. I knew Xena wouldn’t hold up long against the Moderator. 

Suddenly, my body jolted as a loud thud impacted the tank. It rocked me side to side as I braced against the wall with my hands. 

The cannons were too long to aim down at a target next to the tank. Not to mention, even if I destroy the android, it could still occupy the XU-97 and pose a threat.

I altered the vision modes by switching to infrared as I panned across the skyline. “Where is it?” I mumbled. “Shit.” 

I scanned back and forth as the fight outside the tank grew increasingly loud. I heard the Moderator’s arm mounted cannons go off. “North...northwest!” Xena shouted. Her voice broke up, likely heavily damaged by the Moderator’s powerful android battle chassis. I didn’t know if the Moderator was aware of my presence in the tank, but I knew Xena was doing everything she could to buy me time.

“Let’s go,” I pepped myself up. I swiveled the guns, aiming in the direction Xena called out. I adjusted the goggles, scanning into the thick clouds as the snow began to fall heavily. My eyes narrowed at an irregularity in the clouds. “Is that? Wait. I see it,” I muttered. It was hidden almost directly above me at just over seven kilometers attitude.

I centered the sights on the XU-97. It was circling slowly. “Oh no.”

Suddenly, the underbelly of the XU-97 lit up like a second sun in the sky as a bolt of light came down. Debris flung up, raining down through the hatch, pelting me with gravel and dirt. 

“Shit.” Debris had partially covered the gun’s camera. I couldn’t see the target. I lunged the tank forward, then backed up, clearing the dirt from the lens. 

I controlled my breathing as the nose of the deadly jet peeked through the clouds. Without hesitation, I held both triggers down as a blinding white light strobed in front of me. The goggles adjusted, automatically dimming to counter the bright flash. 

Smoke instantly trailed from the XU-97’s nose as I followed it, continuing to burn through the armored fighter. “Come on!” I proclaimed.

The Moderator reacted immediately, rolling the craft remotely as it barreled back into the thick cloud coverage. 

I gritted my teeth and ripped through its right wing with sizzling laser fire as a haze of smoke and ash followed behind the jet. “Burn!” 

It was gliding downward. 

I watched as it disappeared over a patch of trees. I mumbled as sweat beaded on my forehead. I bit my lip, waiting for the huge fireball or billowing of smoke from a crash landing.

There was nothing. The XU-97 had fallen from the sky, but it wasn’t destroyed.

Suddenly, two thuds erupted above me. I looked up through the hatch. The Moderator was standing over me, pointing its forearm cannon down at me. With a flick of the wrist, I swiveled the tank’s cannons and pushed the Moderator off the tank. As it was falling, it squeezed off a shot. 

I dove to the left side of the cabin as laser fire burned through my seat, melting into the metal floor beneath it as fiery ash surrounded me. “Ahh-h!” I covered my head the best I could, but the flash of heat cooked part of my face. I could smell my skin burning.

I couldn’t see. Black fumes filled the cabin as I held my breath, desperately feeling around me for my helmet. “Captain! I can’t do this much longer!” Xena sounded off. She was back in the fight, buying me time as something slammed against the side of the tank, rocking it.

I felt my fingers scratching the glass orb beneath me. “There,” I said. My hands trembled as I donned my helmet. I could feel myself riding the line between panic and control as I attempted to block out the gravity of the situation. I coughed, gasping for air as my helm expelled the toxic fumes automatically. Text appeared on the right side of my visor as I blinked, clearing up my foggy vision:

HELMET FILTRATION SYSTEM ACTIVATED

SCANNING... USER CAPTAIN VICTORIA BELIC...

2ND DEGREE BURNS TO 8% OF FACIAL STRUCTURE

1st DEGREE BURNS TO 21% OF FACIAL STRUCTURE

SEEK MEDICAL AID IMMEDIATELY 

I instinctively looked down for my sword. It wasn’t on my belt. I frantically panned left and right. “Where the fuck is it?” I panicked. Did it fall out when I jumped away from my seat? Was it melted by laser fire?

I looked through the hatch. I had to decide. The only thing I had left to defend myself was the C-12 pistol, and it was below decks, in my foxhole. 

I had no idea if it would be effective against the Moderator, but it was my only chance. I scrambled for the access hatch beneath me, hurrying down. As my foot touched the first step on the ladder to the foxhole, I heard a sound above me and felt a rough tug at my wrist. 

“Ah-h!” I looked up and saw the Moderator’s skull helm. It snapped my wrist. “God! No-o!” I screamed as the bones in my hand popped as the Moderator twisted my wrist 180 degrees. 

I bit down, piercing through my bottom lip with my canine teeth. I could feel blood trickling down my chin. My legs gave out as I dangled by my broken wrist, creating even more pain as I kicked for the steps to relieve some of the pressure. 

The thought crossed my mind. This was it. The dreadful feeling of the unknown flooded my consciousness despite the excruciating pain. Was shooting down the XU-97 enough? Had I done enough?

The Moderator began to pull me towards it, face to face. “It seems I’ve caught a Lioness, scurrying like a rat. Unfortunately, Xena can no longer be of assistance. But access to her files has given me insight into your past, Captain Victoria Ann Belic. You’ve fought against me since the beginning. You aided in the destruction of my scout ships near Titan, and the disabling of my main fleet.” It took off my helm.

“Look up at me, Lioness,” it commanded. I was so close to its helm that I had no other choice. Through the Moderator’s cracked visor, its glowing cobalt eyes pierced my soul as it held me close. It grabbed me by the throat with its cold metallic hand, squeezing slowly. “This is a surprise. Facial recognition files link you to a, Phillip? Your brother?” it asked. My eyes widened.

“Lioness, are you curious what happened to him? He and his family sought out your father and helped him flee the radiation zones. But your frail father cost them their lives by slowing them down. I’ll have you know their deaths were not unlike yours, now, staring into an android’s blue gaze as they faded into nothing,” the Moderator whispered.

Adrenaline flooded my body as rage overcame me. With all my might I pulled at its hand, kicking off the ladder. “You’re making it worse. The slow, tightening of my grip is metaphor for not only your story, but the human species. Eventually, no matter how hard you fight, or how long you hide... you will all submit.”

“No!” My vision was getting blurrier by the moment. I clenched my fist, smashing into the Moderator’s visor with no effect. 

“Yes, fight Lioness, to the last,” it taunted me.

My arms dropped as I gasped for air. A tunnel of blackness closed in around me. As I looked at the Moderator’s visor, I realized it was over. I didn’t want my last seconds to be filled with the sight of it. 

As I closed my eyes, a flash of red-orange reflected on the Moderator’s visor. What looked like thousands of burning fireflies swarmed the interior of the tank. Time slowed as I narrowed my eyes, looking over the Moderator’s shoulder.

What looked like a bolt of lightning whipped through the interior of the tank, melting through it. Luther’s armored hand plunged through, ripping the tank apart as he shouted in desperation. “Vic-toria!” 

I felt the Moderator release me from its grip, aiming both forearm mounted guns at Luther. I fell to the bottom of the hole, reaching out for Luther.

“Ugh!” My back slammed into the ground hard as my helmet dropped beside me.  

I coughed, panting heavily as fire and sparks swirled above me. “Arr-gh!” I could hear Luther furiously swing his plasma blade as the Moderator’s forearm cannons fired. The tank was ripped apart as deafening sounds of metal crunched, and explosions echoed down the foxhole. Shards of metal and ash fell on me as I put on my helm.

Suddenly, I was staring up at clouds as the tank split apart, engulfed in flames. I caught a glimpse of Luther charging forward with his blade. I struggled to my feet, using the ladder to assist me. 

As I stood up, I saw my plasma sword. It had fallen through the access hatch. I grabbed it and pushed up the ladder. Every step felt like I was carrying triple my body weight. My left hand was useless, dangling by ligaments, tendons, and skin.

I was in shock.

I could hear garbled audio cues inside my helmet. Legion soldiers were barking orders. “Soldiers, knights, cut off the Moderator at the dock alpha. We’re chasing the Moderator toward you!” Luther roared.

“Xena,” I said. There was no answer. I could hear ballistic gunfire above me as Legion soldiers called out orders. I was afraid to yell for Luther, worried I might distract him in a critical moment. 

As I neared the top of the foxhole, my legs wobbled. I peeked out and saw the tank spread across a twenty-meter path. It looked like a tornado had destroyed it. Metal pieces were spread across the frozen ground in flames. 

I looked back toward the Legion entrance. The dark tunnel flashed as gunfire echoed down the tunnel. The Moderator had made it inside. I pushed up with all my might, using my right hand to pull. 

I wasn’t strong enough. I could feel my weight settling on the steps. “Aaa-aaa-aaah! Help me!” I cried out. I lost control, weeping to a higher power as I looked up into the clouds. The last thing I wanted was to be left out here while Luther and the others decided our fate. If they were going to die, I wanted to be with them.

I hooked my forearms around the ladder, but my lower back and legs were giving out. I slumped my head as the sound of screams inside the tunnel overwhelmed me. 

Suddenly, I felt a powerful grip on my arm. I looked up. “Xena?” I said confused. Her head and face were melted, void of skin or facial muscles. It was nothing but a smoldering black skull. I couldn’t even see her blue eyes.

“Captain... m-my optics... destroyed. I’m blind,” she said. Her voice was barely understandable it was so distorted. She was lying face down with her head inside the foxhole. 

“You’ll need to help me pull you out, Captain,” she said, tugging on my arm. 

“I’m ready,” I said. 

“Go!” I pushed with all my strength as she rolled her body, dragging me out of the foxhole. “Ugh.”

I looked at her lying on her back. Both legs were blown off and she was missing an arm. A dinner plate sized hole was blown in her torso. I looked inside it as blue blood vessels spurted fluid onto the ground. Every square inch of her body was scorched and blackened. Her shoulder was still smoldering. I used my sleeve to put it out.

“I wouldn’t bother, Captain, I’m of no use anymore. This android chassis wasn’t capable of stopping the Moderator, even with the modifications I made,” she said. 

I looked at her. “We shot down the XU-97. That means the other shelters can survive, but civilians are still inside the Legion. Xena, how can I help them? There must be something I can do.” I panted. 

Her head lifted from the ground slightly as she turned toward me. “I may be blind, Captain, but if you cannot climb a ladder, then I’m afraid you’re no use to the Legion either,” she said.

“No. There’s gotta be something!” I yelled in desperation.

I heard a diesel engine behind me. I turned and saw a cloud of black smoke as the Mauler’s tank tracks scaled the cliff. From my knees, I waved my hands. The Mauler stopped beside Xena and I. 

Zion and Knight Renheart flung open their doors. With wide-eyes, they clambered out on the tank tracks. “What’s the situation? We dropped communication once the attack happened,” Renheart asked, looking me over.

Zion jumped down and helped me up. My back felt somewhat better as I stood upright, stretching. 

“The XU-97 was shot down, but the Moderator is inside the Legion! We have to get in there and help them,” I insisted.

Renheart hurried around to the opposite side of the Mauler and hoisted me up into the driver’s seat. “Can either of you shoot the Mauler’s chain gun?” I asked.

“I’ll do it, can you drive?” Zion asked me, looking at my hand. 

“Yeah,” I answered confidently. Zion nodded and jumped back up on the gun turret. Renheart sat beside me in the front seat. 

I glanced down at Xena as she lay motionless. The wind skimmed snow over her body. 

“Sorry about your android,” Renheart said.

“She did her duty. Xena fought off the Moderator hand to hand, buying me enough time to shoot down the XU-97, likely sparing the other shelters,” I replied, throttling toward the Legion entrance. I was forced to steer and shift with one hand.

“Are you sure you can drive, that hand looks bad?” he asked. 

I ignored him, bashing through a sandbag barrier at the entrance. I could feel him staring at me as I barreled forward.

There were several Legion soldier’s bodies just past the entrance. Their corpses were melted and blown apart. Their remains were scattered about, blocking my path into the tunnel. 

“Forgive me,” I muttered. I attempted to swerve around their remains, but it was impossible. I could hear their bones crunching under the Mauler’s tracks as Knight Renheart looked away. 

“How many people did Luther order to stay here?” I asked Renheart.

“Just under a hundred civilians, and several dozen soldiers,” he replied. As we pushed down the tunnel, a horrible feeling overwhelmed me. If we couldn’t stop the Moderator, it could possibly repair the XU-97 and finish off the rest of us. We had to stop it here.

Renheart stared ahead. “You know, whatever happens ahead, I want you to know you proved me wrong,” he said.

“Did I?” I gazed forward.

“When you first arrived, I counted you out, Belic. I never thought someone from the old world could make their mark here. Well, I was wrong, and I want you to know that,” he said, looking over at me. I glanced at him and nodded. 

After pushing through the tunnel for almost a minute, I saw something glowing in the dark tunnel near the docks ahead. I leaned forward. “Is that?”

“That’s definitely a plasma blade,” Renheart confirmed. The weapon strobed in the darkness as the headlamps beamed ahead. 

“It’s Luther!” I shouted. I sighed in relief as he turned toward us. There were four soldiers with him that appeared exhausted. They were bent over, catching their breath.

I pulled up next to Luther and flung open the door. He disengaged his sword and jumped on the tank tracks. I met him halfway, putting my arms around him. “Oh my God. You’re hurt?” he looked me up and down.

“Not at all,” I lied. He was covered in dirt. His armor was singed with black streaks all over it. 

“Were you hit?” I asked, searching him frantically.

“I’m fine. When the Moderator saw me, it instantly diverted its attention to getting inside the Legion,” he replied, holding his stare at me for a moment. He looked past me at Renheart, then up at Zion. “Thank you both for taking the initiative, brothers,” Luther said. 

“We could hear radio chatter that the attack had started, but lost communication. We decided to come as fast as we could,” Renheart said.

“Where’s the Moderator now?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. It was too fast to chase on foot, but I have a suspicion. If I were the Moderator, now would be the time to inflict mass casualties. I don’t think it has anticipated that we’ve transferred most of the population to shelters, we must capitalize on this,” he said, breathing heavily.

“Then it will go after the largest living areas first. It has access to Xena’s files from when she was here. It will retrace the steps to where the population would normally be,” I said.

“We’ll set up an ambush,” Luther said, staring through me.

“But it already has a head start, can we make up that much time?” I asked.

“The Moderator might have access to the Legion’s schematics, but there are hidden routes that only I know,” Luther said, pointing to his head. “We’ll cut it off with time to spare,” he added. 

“Sire, what about the civilians that stayed below decks?” Renheart asked.

“We moved them at the last minute. It’s a secret area that the Moderator won’t find for a few days. Come on. For now, berthing Echo is the most obvious target, that’s where the most beds are, normally over five hundred residents,” Luther said. 

Luther climbed into the back seat. “Knight Renheart, help me, let’s remove this minigun. We’re taking it with us,” he said.

“Of course,” he replied. Renheart hurried to the back seat and brought up a small tool box. They began unbolting the weapon. 

“Zion,” Luther said.

“Yes, my lord?” 

“Considering we’re leaving the Mauler unattended, see that it cannot be hijacked by the Moderator. We don’t want to give the Moderator any means of transportation, just in case,” he said. 

“Easy enough,” Zion replied, scooting over in front of the steering wheel. He removed a small panel to the left.

Luther glanced at me. “And Xena?” he asked, staring at the gun while working.

“Severely damaged,” I replied. 

“When I arrived on scene, I saw her, crawling toward the tank with both legs blown off,” he said.

I gazed forward. “She was still trying to help me,” I replied.

Luther yanked the weapon off the roof as Renheart sized up the Gatling gun weapon. 

Luther jumped down from the tank, lugging the weapon up on the dock. As I followed behind him, I noticed a soldier shaking his comrade.

“Sire,” a middle-aged soldier said. Luther looked down from the dock. A single lightbulb shining behind him put him in silhouette, giving him a shadowy appearance as he held the gigantic weapon. 

“Yes?” he asked.

“Corporal Jovus, he just passed away,” the middle-aged soldier replied. I looked over and noticed the man wasn’t moving. I didn’t even realize he was that badly injured, only moments ago he appeared exhausted. As I looked closer, I noticed a wound to his upper abdomen. 

Luther looked away and paused briefly. “Take his dog tags. After this is over, we’ll bury the fallen,” he commanded. The soldier ripped away the dead man’s dog tags and put them in his pocket. 

I looked at our numbers. There were only a handful of us, and I had no idea if Zion had any combat training.

Luther moved a large crate near the left side of the dock. Behind it was a stone wall. Luther set down the minigun and felt around with his hands.

“Here,” he said, pressing in the wall. There was a boulder. We all assisted him, shoving the heavy stone aside.

We followed him through a narrow icy corridor with a rocky floor. It was only wide enough for us to walk two abreast. Luther stepped out in front of us by a dozen paces, aiming the minigun down the corridor. The tunnel sloped downward with a gradual right turn. 

I noticed the two soldiers in front of me, one of them was carrying an additional rifle.  “Soldier,” I said.

“What is it?” he asked. Renheart glanced over his shoulder at the soldier’s response.

“I need that rifle on your back,” I said, yanking my thumb behind me at Zion. He was unarmed. 

He glanced forward at Luther before turning toward me. “Look. I’m down to two magazines with each rifle. I need them both,” he whispered.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “We’re only going to get one chance at this, and we need as many eyes pointed down rifle sights as possible. That gun slung over your back won’t do us any good dangling there,” I argued.

He looked at Zion. “Does he even know how to shoot it? I can’t do that,” the soldier replied, facing forward.

I tapped him on the soldier. “Hey. You will do it,” I said, glaring at him.

Renheart turned around. “Soldier. Are you disobeying a knight’s orders? She commanded you to give up that extra rifle, now do it,” he scolded. 

The soldier did a double take at me. “Oh, ma’am. My apologies, I didn’t know you had been promoted to a knight,” he said. 

Neither did I. Considering the circumstances, there wasn’t much to celebrate.

He handed over the AK-47 to Zion. “You know how to use this?” I asked him.

His eyes widened. “Absolutely, I might be a mechanic and engineer, but most everyone in the Legion can fire a rifle,” he replied. I looked forward and met eyes with Renheart. 

The dark corridor widened ahead. I noticed some type of metal booth structure that was attached to a large pulley system overhead with cables. “Sire, what’s that, ahead?” Renheart asked.

“It’s a makeshift elevator. We built it several years ago,” Luther said. He set down the minigun and walked to the right side of the elevator. There was a large wheel and crank beside the elevator.

“Three at a time, we’re going down. Renheart, Victoria, and Zion, you go first,” Luther ordered. We boarded the steel elevator. The floors and ceiling were grated steel in a diamond pattern. It was pitch dark below us as Luther gazed downward, holding his stare for a moment. He glanced at us before shutting the elevator door. 

The panels on the sides of the elevator were rusted and looked like an amateur welder had slapped it together on a lazy afternoon. While the steel was thick, I questioned its capacity. There was enough room for all of us to fit inside, yet Luther held them back.

Luther began to crank the wheel on the side of the elevator. It made a screeching sound. We dropped down meter suddenly and stopped abruptly. The elevator jolted back and forth.

“Whoa,” I said. The quick fall surprised me. We crouched down, stretching our arms out cautiously as we looked up at Luther. He peered over at us. 

“Sometimes it does that, it’s fine,” he said confidently

The descent was faster than I would have liked, but we were in a hurry. The structure swayed back and forth as Zion and Renheart’s faces were slowly consumed by the darkness. My helmet’s night vision automatically engaged, illuminating them.

Zion closed his eyes and bit his lip as we reached the bottom. I noticed his eyelid twitching. He adjusted the grip on his rifle. There was a bead of sweat trickling down his forehead. “I can’t see a damn thing,” he whispered.

“I can, just stay close,” I said, gripping my sword handle.

“Remember your training, knight, proper spacing is imperative,” Renheart said.

“Understood,” I said confidently.

Renheart opened the metal door as it shrieked loudly. He immediately ignited his sword and stepped forward, slowly waving the glowing white blade in the darkness. It hummed in the otherwise silent passage, revealing an icy cave tunnel in front of us. 

“I’ve lived here my whole life, I even worked with the Engineer on the railways, I’ve never seen this place before,” Zion said. 

“Neither have I,” Renheart muttered. Beside the entrance was an icepick and two hardhats.

We stepped off the elevator. “We’re clear!” I shouted upward loud enough for Luther to hear. He reacted instantly, reeling it back topside as we waited.  

The elevator screeched on its way back down, slamming into the rocky floor beneath it. The door opened, revealing the two Legion soldiers with the minigun.  Renheart and I met eyes as we looked up. “How’s Luther getting down?” I asked.

As the soldiers stepped out of the elevator, the cable above it moved. A grinding sound erupted topside. I looked up and noticed a trail of sparks as Luther rappelled downward with one hand, interlocking his feet around the metal cable. 

He crashed atop the elevator on one knee as the cage squeaked. His cape swooshed up and slowly fell back down on him as the elevator rocked back and forth. 

Luther jumped down to ground level, hurrying past us. “This way,” he directed as we moved aside. He held his stare at me as he walked in front, leading the way. Even through his mask, I could feel him assessing my emotional state. Despite the extreme gravity of the situation, I was still very much on his mind. 

I gathered a part of him was obviously concerned for my safety, but he understood I was an asset, and we needed all the help we could get.

He ignited his sword, navigating through the cramped, winding rock and ice path. Water dripped from the icicles on the ceiling in places, pooling up on the floor. After nearly a minute of pushing through the cave’s twists and turns, we reached an ice wall. Luther stopped in his tracks. He seemed surprised. 

“Did we take the wrong turn, sire?” Renheart asked.

Luther glanced over this shoulder. “No. There was a small crevasse here. It was just large enough to pass through. The ice from above must have melted and refrozen, blocking our entry.”

“Step back,” Luther instructed. He stabbed his sword into the frozen wall. It sizzled and popped as the sword melted through the thick ice. He slowly peered inside the small hole he’d made. 

“Anything? Renheart asked. 

Luther shook his head. “Negative.”

He plunged his sword back inside the ice. Steam funneled from the wall, quickly filling the passageway as Luther etched out a large chuck of ice almost the size of his torso. 

He thrusted his metal fingers inside the cube like an ice hook, pulling it out of the wall. 

We assisted him by moving each block out of his way. As he carved out the last chuck of ice, he paused, watching us for a moment.

I allowed him a moment to continue. “Luther, what’s wrong?” I asked.

He continued working. “Nothing. Déjà vu perhaps,” he replied. 

Luther tossed the last cube aside. “Victoria, what can you see?” he asked. I hurried forward and peered into the darkness ahead. There was a stone tunnel directly in front of me. There was nothing to see but uneven bricks and spots of ice here and there. To the left were several metal storage crates. It was dead silent. 

“Look to your right, far into the distance,” he directed. 

I zoomed in. “Oh. There’s... a large sentry booth looks like,” I said. 

“Usually twelve soldiers and two knights are stationed there,” Luther stated.

“Ah. I know where we are now, we’re near the main living quarters,” Renheart muttered.

Luther squeezed through the small gap. Renheart and Zion handed him the minigun through the crevasse. 

Luther searched the surrounding area on the other side, aiming the heavy machine from his hip. He moved near the sentry booth and peered around it. He turned back, waving us in. One by one we moved through the gap into the dark corridor and regrouped with Luther near the sentry’s checkpoint.

He peeked around the booth and pointed. “The bulk of the population would normally be around this corner.” 

“How much time before the Moderator arrives?” Renheart asked Luther, he glanced at me.

Luther shook his head. “Twelve minutes, minimum. The shortcut bought us time.” 

We hurried around the sentry’s checkpoint and two large stacks of folded blankets. There was a long corridor about twelve meters wide with dark gray stone floors. The ceiling was ice, and at least twenty meters high. The cool blue color gave off a calming feeling despite the intensity of the situation. There were tall wooden walls on each side of the corridor that divided the area into spacious sections. 

It reminded me of a large apartment complex, but more open. There were no doors, only walls between them. In each section, there were between five and fifteen beds along with a desk and a lodging area.

There were large, thick curtains that could extend across each section, giving them additional privacy, but most of them were open. 

“Never been here before, have you?” Zion asked me as Luther set down the minigun, he paced back and forth in deep thought. 

I shook my head. “No.”

Zion nodded. His eyes were glossed over. “I live here with my family, third section on the right. Each section is a different family, sometimes four generations worth,” he said. I looked at him as he gazed into his home with an even mix of determination and worry.

I noticed the seven beds in his home were made, as if they hoped to return soon. I noticed a few carved wooden toys on the floor.

The accommodations here were different from what I was accustomed to, but it was cozy. 

Luther looked back and forth and stopped. “There’s only one entrance here, and that’s the direction we came from. Each of these housing sections has an escape hatch we built in because of the Mave. Here’s my plan: Myself, Renheart, and Victoria will be waiting underground inside the hatches, here, near the entrance,” he said.

Luther pointed to the opposite end of the corridor, a dead end. “I want each of my shooters and Zion, stationed at the end of this hallway in sniping positions, along with the minigun,” he explained.

“As soon as you get a line of sight on the Moderator. Open fire with everything you have. When it turns that corner to the housing units, I want it to think you’re protecting the population, that we’re hiding people in the back. I want it to pursue,” Luther said.

Zion stepped forward. “Sire, won’t it detect you before the ambush?” 

I looked at Zion. “The android’s system has an onboard heartbeat sensor. It won’t be able to detect us underground, or you all the way at the end of the corridor, it’s too far. It will be forced to move forward to see what we’re protecting,” I said.

Luther nodded and picked up the chain gun. “And that’s exactly what I want,” he said. Renheart picked up the ammunition belt and positioned it across Luther’s shoulders.

Luther hurried to the end of the corridor. We followed him as he quickly set up the chain gun, placing it beside a metal cargo bin. “Hide here, behind this storage container and wait for it,” Luther directed Zion and the soldiers.

“Sire, when do we stop shooting?” Zion asked. 

“When you see us launch our attack, otherwise, don’t stop firing,” he replied.

We hurried back down to the entrance of the living quarters. “We have one more trick up our sleeves,” Luther said. He stopped and ignited his sword. He took a half step forward. “Here,” he said, etching a small line into the ground. 

“What is that?” I asked.

“This section of the floor has a pressure release. A trap. From inside the escape hatches, anyone can activate it. When stepped on, anything over thirty kilograms will collapse this entire section,” Luther said, pointing out a rectangle shape along the hall that ran the entire length of the corridor and about eight meters wide. Luther moved inside the first housing unit on the right near the guard station.

Luther pointed across the hall. “Knight Renheart, you’ll be in the opposite housing unit, inside the hatch. When you hear the floor release, bring hell with you. I don’t know how long the Moderator will stay trapped below, but it’s our job to take advantage of the situation before it gets out.”

“I had a feeling you might make use the of floor trap, sire,” Renheart grinned. “For the Legion,” he added, clenching his fist to his chest. Luther and I returned the gesture.

Renheart turned his back and hurried into position, and Luther I did the same, rushing to the back wall of the first housing unit. We moved several beds aside to give us a clear line to rush the Moderator. On the way back, I noticed a baby’s blue crib rocking back and forth. One of us must have nudged it. I stopped, looking inside the empty crib.

“Hey,” Luther said.

“I-I’m on the way,” I assured.

There was a circular metal hatch near the back wall. Luther opened it and waved me inside. I climbed down a yellow ladder into the circular tunnel. “Back inside another foxhole,” I muttered. I was only able to use one hand to descend. 

There were dim red lights inside along the rocky walls. “We built these hatches and the pressure release floor against the Mave,” he said, climbing inside with me. He pulled the hatch over him. 

There was a small lever that he turned counterclockwise. “Now, the trap is set. Anything that steps on the section will trigger the pressure release,” he said, sealing the hatch just above him. 

“How deep will that trap collapse the floor?” I asked. In my mind, a floor pit wouldn’t be enough to stop the Moderator, only slow it down momentarily.

“Just over ten meters deep. At the bottom of the pit, there’s a vat of slimy adhesive specifically designed to bind to metallic structures. We designed it for the Mave. So even if they escaped somehow, their movement speed would be severely hindered,” he explained.

“Hopefully, it works similarly for the Moderator,” I said.

“It will,” he said, glancing at me below. 

We waited silently for a few minutes. “Luther, do you think it went to another one of the living quarters? It’s been over twelve minutes,” I whispered. 

Luther looked up and paused. “Maybe, but eventually it will have to come here, this is the bulk of the population and—”

“Shit,” I mumbled. My stomach knotted up as muted machine gun fire erupted above us. I could hear the chain gun’s thunderous rapid fire, along with the sound of debris from bullet impacts. 

The Moderator was here.

“Get ready, the floor makes a loud crashing sound when the trap collapses,” Luther mouthed. He gripped the handle on the hatch above him. I grabbed his other hand. I felt him squeeze it. This was it.

After fifteen seconds, the gunfire stopped abruptly. I could hear footsteps above us in the hall, like metal hooves clacking against the floor. 

“Did Zion run out of ammo?” I whispered. Luther didn’t respond. I could hear the Moderator’s footsteps stop somewhere near the trapdoor. 

I closed my eyes for a moment. “Please,” I muttered. 

A deafening boom went off. “Let’s go!” Luther twisted and pushed open the hatch. I heard Renheart’s hatch clank loudly across the hall as we scrambled topside, rushing out the trapdoors with our swords ignited. 

Luther and I rounded the housing unit dividing wall and stopped on a dime. The Moderator was standing near the trapdoor, tapping the edge of it with its foot. Its arms were outstretched, aiming both its mounted cannons at us and Renheart on the opposite side. 

“Almost,” it said.

“Get down!” Luther roared as a blinding bright light strobed overhead. I ducked down and disengaged my sword. I felt a rough grip under my arm as Luther snatched me toward him, cradling me as we rolled across the housing unit. Orbs of blue-white light demolished the wooden structure as splinters of wood and debris flung in all directions.

After several seconds of chaos, it stopped abruptly.  

We were hiding behind a flipped over desk. I panted heavily as I glanced across the hall. Knight Renheart was leaning against the left wall in the opposite housing unit. A large cavity was blown out of his upper chest. His dead eyes seemed to gaze through us. My hands were trembling as I felt the weight of humanity’s survival on our shoulders. Zion and the Legion soldiers had stopped firing, and now Renheart was gone. It was possible we were alone.

“Come on,” Luther whispered as we scooted back toward the escape hatch. 

We crawled along the floor. Luther opened the hatch. 

“Fitting isn’t it?” the Moderator said in a taunting voice. I could hear its footsteps as it edged around the trapdoor toward us. 

“Just look at where we are now. This place is the very symbol of what you humans consider to be your core—family, and yet, it will serve as the stage for mankind’s end. After the Engineer is gone, I won’t need the XU-97 to finish my work,” it said.

“I can hear your little hearts pounding. I know where you are. But why haven’t I killed you yet? I’m quite capable of doing so,” the Moderator challenged. I felt Luther shove me toward the hatch. “Inside, now,” he demanded. 

“Wait.” I kicked my legs over into the hole and began to descend as Luther stood up, igniting his blade. What remained of the housing unit had caught fire. 

“Luther, come on!” I yelled. The Moderator slowly walked through the flames, aiming its cannons at Luther. It kicked aside the baby’s crib in its path, and it exploded into a hundred pieces.

The Moderator sighed. “Now... where could you have hidden all these families, Engineer? They’re here somewhere in this underground labyrinth, aren’t they?”

Luther aimed his sword at the Moderator as they circled half a dozen meters apart. “Don’t try it, Engineer. I’ll drop you where you stand before you can take that first step. You might be faster than your human counterparts, but it’s not enough,” the Moderator warned. I glanced down into the hatch below me. 

It made no sense to retreat. There was no one waiting to mount a counterattack, I was only delaying the inevitable, not to mention, I wasn’t leaving him behind. I pushed back up the ladder, but before I could climb out, the Moderator’s arm mounted cannon pointed down at me. “Out.” With a flick of the wrist, the Moderator ordered me out of the hole. 

Seems I didn’t have a choice anyway.

I climbed up and stood beside Luther as the flames slowly closed in around us. I could feel the heat on the back of my neck. “Engineer, look at the position we’re in. You should have taken the Architect’s offer. I allowed her a pathway to save your people, and you arrogantly refused.”

“No one in their right mind would accept that offer,” he said.

“But it was better than this alternative, isn’t it? Something is better than nothing at all? My androids worked for decades. We cleaned up your planet, and we offered you an opportunity to start over,” it replied.

“As puppets,” Luther said.

The Moderator shook its head at Luther in disapproval, then turned toward me. “Access to Xena’s files has given me insight about you and your husband, Captain Belic. I know what you were willing to do to find him. Here is what I can offer: I’ll allow the two of you to walk away and live out the remainder of your lives. Why not take advantage of the time you have left? You deserve it. You’re too old to have children, so you’re no threat to me or this planet. But of course, there is one condition,” it offered.

Luther adjusted his grip around the sword handle.

“Engineer, you know I will find your people eventually. Spare them the suffering and anxiety of running and hiding without your leadership. Tell me where they are. Look at the human infighting you’ve thwarted throughout the years. They’ll be lost, like sheep without their shepherd. It’s over, and there’s no reason that you and your wife should die other than principle, you’ve both fought long enough already, and proven you were willing to risk your lives countless times. Lay down your sword and take your wife’s hand instead. At least save her, because you can’t save the rest of them.” 

Luther stared at me. We were at the Moderator’s mercy. The large wooden wall behind the Moderator was completely engulfed in flames. “Make a decision,” the Moderator demanded. 

A loud snap erupted behind the Moderator as the wall collapsed. The Moderator lunged away from the falling debris as Luther shielded me with his arms. I felt him spring up from the ground as planks of wood fell off of him. 

His shoulders and arms were on fire as he pushed my head close to his chest. He ran through the opposite wall, smashing through thick plywood and wood planks, plowing over furniture and beds. 

I could see streaks of energy beam overhead as Luther bashed through four more housing unit walls before we fell onto the ground, rolling as he put out the flames on his back and shoulders. Luther put me down and looked me over. 

“How much longer can you run, how much longer can you fight?” the Moderator taunted.

Luther reached for his belt. “My sword,” he said, searching frantically as he panted. 

“You must have dropped it. Here, take mine...” I said, handing over my sword. We put more distance between ourselves and the Moderator’s deadly cannons as Luther cut through more housing unit walls with my blade. We retreated further into the living quarters.

“Luther, this way is a dead end,” I said, following his path of destruction as streaks of energy poked through the walls all around us.

“Stay low!” he shouted.

We made our way to the last housing unit. We couldn’t retreat any further. Across the way, I noticed Zion and the Legion soldiers. They were lying face down. Their corpses were scorched from laser fire. I bit my lip as I noticed Zion’s hand still on the minigun. 

“Let’s go,” he said, shielding me as we ran across to the middle of the hall. Luther pushed me inside the large steel cargo bin. “Stay down!” he said as I hurried inside the steel container into the prone position. 

Luther hoisted the minigun from behind the cargo bin. I peeked through a small gap near the ground. To my surprise, Luther fired the weapon upward, into the ceiling. “What’s he doing—”

Huge chunks of ice and rock began to collapse near the Moderator. I could hear small debris hitting the top of the cargo container above me. It was raining gravel and ice.

I caught a glimpse of the Moderator, and it was moving toward us rapidly while firing its cannons at us. The Moderator’s once methodical stalk now seemed hurried. It likely sensed Luther’s strategy as boulders crashed all around it.

A rock the size of a large beach ball smashed into the Moderator’s back, causing it to stumble, then another one knocked it down. I watched while its lower body was pinned to the floor as an avalanche of dirt, rock, and ice obscured my line of sight.

A loud roar erupted. It seemed the entire ceiling gave way as boulders the size of small cars and railroad ties fell through. The wrenching sound of twisting metal was terrifying. Luther stopped firing and dove inside the steel cargo bin and put his body over mine. I wondered if that was his plan, to entomb us with the Moderator forever. 

So be it. 

Dust filled the air inside the container. Dirt filled up around my feet as we crouched low. A large rock smashed into the back side of the container, crushing it down on us nearly a meter. “Luther!” I yelled. 

“We’ll make it!” he shouted, holding me tight.

Suddenly, the barrage stopped. He peeked outside the container. Nearly all the housing units appeared to be destroyed from either the Moderator or falling debris. I looked up through a small hole and noticed a twenty-meter diameter crater in the ceiling.

“It’s stopped?” I asked.

“Hold on!” The container was flung into the back wall. Luther was knocked back outside as I rolled around on the floor violently. I looked through the hole and noticed the Moderator. It yanked the container away from the wall and thrust it forward like a battering ram, crunching Luther as he stood up, pinning him against the wall. The impact knocked him unconscious.

“Luther!” I yelled as I scrambled toward him. I felt the container being pulled away from him again. I reached out and grabbed his hand, but he slipped through my fingers. The Moderator shoved the container forward again, smashing his face against the wall, breaking his mask off. His mouth was bleeding, and his eyes were rolled into back of his head. 

There was no escape. The only exit was near Luther and the entire structure was smashing back and forth. I noticed my sword rolling back and forth on the deck of the cargo bin.

I picked it up and charged to the opposite side of the container where the Moderator was. Enraged, I ignited the blade and stabbed through the steel container, hoping to land a vital blow. “Aaarrgh!”

The plasma sliced through the steel wall, creating a small hole. I continued to hack away at the wall. Suddenly, the bin was flipped on its side. Disoriented, I searched for the Moderator. I could see it slowly approaching through the dust-filled corridor. I had severed one of its arms.

“I must say Lioness, you two don’t give up, do you?”

On its remaining arm, I noticed the mounted cannon had been damaged, the barrel was crushed. I stood up and hurried outside the container with my sword in hand, sensing I had a chance. I circled the Moderator, navigating through the piles of rubble in the thick dust. 

As I focused on the android, I noticed its helm had been damaged, revealing the top of the it’s head. 

Blue electricity zapped around the Moderator’s body as it shifted its attention toward Luther.

“Get the fuck away!” I yelled, furiously swinging my blade at the Moderator as it stepped aside. My blade arched downward, slicing a rock in half as flurries of sparks flew into the air. 

“Ugh!” I felt a blow to my right kidney as I was flung against the wall back near Luther. The Moderator bent over and picked up its severed arm, hurling it at me with blurring speed. I raised my sword, cutting it in half, but the pieces slammed into my abdomen, knocking the breath out of me. I gasped and fell to my knees, dropping my sword.

The Moderator stomped on my sword handle, breaking it. It lunged forward and kicked me onto my back. It stepped on my upper chest, twisting its foot back and forth. I felt my chest muscles stretching and bones popping around my sternum. “I know this... is painful,” it said as I squirmed, kicking my feet. 

“Tell me where he’s hidden the others, and it will end,” it demanded, pressing down harder on my chest. 

“Aaa-ahhh!” I screamed.

I looked over at Luther and reached for his hand. I grabbed it while staring at him. 

“Where is the population, Victoria? Your husband still has heartbeat, tell me and you two can walk away, together. There’s no reason the both of you should die along with everyone else,” it said. 

I looked up at the Moderator as it relieved some of the weight from its massive metallic foot. I let go of Luther’s hand and stared up at the Moderator. I reached up, gripping around the Moderator’s metal leg. I pulled it down toward me with all my might. 

“More,” I challenged. I wasn’t giving up their location.

The Moderator tilted its head at me. “To think, I was actually willing to let the both of you live out your lives.” 

The Moderator shook its head. My vision began to fade as I felt the pressure increase. I could feel my heart beating throughout my body, pulsing. The pain subsided as I lost feeling in my hands and feet. I turned and stared at Luther as my consciousness slipped away. 

Luther came to life, flinging his body at the Moderator, knocking it down. The Moderator stumbled to it knees as Luther wrapped his arms around the Moderator’s torso, pinning its only arm to its waist. I could barely move as I tried to see them through the dust. 

Luther pulled the Moderator down to the ground from behind and began punching it in the back of its head. Sparks flew into the air as his metal gloves clipped against the Moderator’s helm. 

The Moderator flipped over onto its back and smashed Luther in the chest with his fist, knocking him off. I heard him gasp for air as he wheezed. 

The Moderator stood up quickly and walked Luther down. It suddenly stopped a few paces from him and looked up. “Impossible,” it said. Blinding light strobed from the above as the Moderator’s head was lopped off by an arching plasma blade. A silhouetted figure dropped behind the headless android. 

Luther and I looked at each other in confusion.

A shadowy man with a strange helm came into view. He was partially obscured by the orange-brown haze. He stood behind the android, holding the sword over its head with one hand. The headless android dropped to a knee and grabbed the man’s dark cloak. It fell forward onto the man’s feet as he cut the Moderator limb from limb. Smoke trailed from the android’s body.

I noticed ropes dangling from the ceiling as several more shadowy figures came into view, aiming rifles in all directions. “Clear!” one of them shouted. Luther coughed as the shrouded man kneeled beside him.

Time slowed down as the warrior stood up and walked toward me. His terrifying helm came into view. I had seen something similar before. The ominous black helmet had two pointed horns on each side with a thin visor that ran across the eyes. He kneeled close to me and removed the helm. 

My eyes widened. “Wait... Leo,” I mumbled in disbelief.

He looked me over. “It’s over,” he assured. “We saw the XU-97 blazing through the sky like a falling star. I knew it meant trouble.” 

I looked at his scarred face. He had lost his right eye, it was completely white. “How did you—what happened?” I asked.

He gazed ahead. “My claim to the nomad throne wasn’t without challengers,” he said, putting the menacing helm back on. “I took what was mine, by force,” he added. 

“Warden, what of the other survivors?” A nomad soldier approached. 

Leo turned and looked at me. “Is there anyone else down here?” he asked.

“I don’t think anyone else survived,” I said. I shook my head as I thought about Zion, Knight Renheart, and the two Legion soldiers that made the ambush possible. Without them, we wouldn’t have survived. 

Leo turned toward the nomad soldier. “Check the rubble to be sure, but have our medics transport these two survivors topside, immediately. Get me two harnesses, we’re taking them up on ropes,” Leo instructed. 

Luther stood up slowly as Leo and another nomad got under each arm. He walked toward me and sat down, putting his arms around me. I wiped the dried blood around his mouth as he stared ahead at nothing. His face was covered in thick brown dust as a nomad soldier put harnesses under our arms.

The nomads assisted us through the debris under the hole in the ceiling and attached ropes to our harnesses. Leo inspected our harnesses, pulling the ropes tight. “Send them up,” he ordered. 

Luther and I were facing one another. We felt a slight tug as the nomads beside us gave the men topside a thumbs up. As our feet lifted from the ground, Luther and I stared at one another. He gazed through me, and his eyes drifted down toward the destruction. 

He stared at Leo as we swayed back and forth slowly on the ropes. “I have an image in my mind, the way Leo looked while his father was still alive. A boy full of life with wild blond hair. He used to wake me up running and screaming down the barracks hall,” he muttered.

“And now look at him,” I said.

“Life has a strange way of reminding us of things. From the time he was born, it was a struggle. And now I see his pain, manifested. For many, it ends in tragedy, others into mediocrity, but for some, it’s a steel forge,” he said.

“You would know, wouldn’t you? Leo might wear the Warden’s helmet, Luther, but his heart, his will comes from another man that beat the odds. The Elder counsel knew what they were doing when they selected him to replace you. Leo wasn’t just your successor, he is also your son,” I replied. “Our son,” I added.

Luther held his stare at me as the nomads pulled us up through the hole in the ceiling. There was a large crowd of nearly a hundred nomad and Legion soldiers. 

They began to cheer, raising their hands in the air. For me, the voices were muted as I continued to stare at him. Neona parted the crowd with several soldiers behind her. She stopped, looking Luther up and down. “Father!” she proclaimed. Neona embraced him, weeping intensely. I saw the little girl in her as Luther held her around the waist. 

Corporal Dinu walked up next to Luther. He was wearing a large backpack. “Sire,” he said respectfully. For the first time I saw the man genuinely smile with happiness. 

“Dinu,” Luther said, patting him on the shoulder.

“Forgive me, but we made the decision to leave our post after the XU-97 was shot down. We lost communication, but we heard the Moderator had made its way inside. We thought the best course of action was to initiate your secondary plan and destroy the Legion with explosives, burying the android inside,” he said. My eyes widened as I noticed several of the Legion soldiers were also carrying backpacks. 

Luther turned toward Dinu and patted him on the shoulder. “Well done. The new Warden showed up just in time then.”

Dinu grinned. “Literally, he was the one that talked us out of entombing you inside with the Moderator,” he said. 

I chuckled. Something always told me Luther had another option, but I was content not knowing about this backup plan.

Neona walked up to me slowly. She smiled, looking me up and down. “We brought a portion of the medical staff back, you’ll be fine,” she said as I held my stare at her. She put her arms around me, hugging my neck. 

She pulled away, staring at me. “You don’t know how much peace it gave me knowing that you would be here with my father. I knew that if the opportunity presented itself, he would charge headfirst to save his people, and, I knew he wouldn’t be alone, thank you,” she said, hugging me tightly.

***
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I WOKE UP INSIDE A small hospital room. I was warm and cozy lying in bed. I looked around, unsure of how I’d got here. I swore and stiff all over.

Luther was leaning back in a chair next to me asleep. He was only wearing pants and boots. He looked like a mummy, the top part of his head and his arms were wrapped in bandages. 

“Luther,” I said, waking him.

He was alerted by my voice. He leaned up quickly, reaching for his sword. “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking around.

“No, it’s fine. Everything’s fine,” I said.

He leaned back slowly. “Oh.”

He was wearing a small device on his face, a mouth piece that connected to a machine on the floor beside him. Surprisingly, his sword was on the nightstand beside him. Someone had found it.

As I wiggled around in bed to sit up, I wondered how long I had been here. I felt a pain near my wrist. “Ahh,” I called out.

I observed the lower part of my forearm and hand were in a brace, locking the wrist in place. The hand was swollen and black and blue. It looked horrible, like the hand had died. 

Luther put his hand on my shoulder. “Let me call the doctor,” he said.

“Too late.”

A bushy-headed white-haired man in a lab coat walked in. He grinned as he looked Luther over. He turned toward me. “Hello, ma’am,” he mouthed politely. “Just taking a look at you two,” he whispered. 

He picked up my injured hand and inspected it closely. “Be sure you wear this brace at all times. Okay?” he asked. 

“Got it,” I replied. The doctor leaned in close to Luther, looking into his mouth. He was nearly touching Luther’s face as he pushed his glasses forward. He pulled up one of the bandages around Luther’s head. “Well, looks like you’re healing up pretty well,” he said.

Luther grimaced and jerked away.

“Sorry,” the doctor said as Luther shut his eyes again for a moment.

“Don’t worry about it. You’re just doing your job,” Luther replied.

The doctor pulled his hands out of his pockets, showing us his palms. “You both are on course to make a full recovery. But I need to share a few things with the two of you, then you can both return to your quarters,” he said.

Luther and I met eyes. “Go on,” Luther said.

The doctor crossed his arms and cleared his throat. “Well, first I have some news regarding Mrs. Belic. There’s no reason to be alarmed, but when we brought you here four days ago, we did find evidence of internal bleeding. Um, this was concerning initially, but before we could take action, we noticed the bleeding stopped on its own.”

I looked at Luther confused as he sat up in his seat. “How did it stop on its own? Are you sure it’s stopped?” he asked, sitting up in his chair.

“Yes, I’m sure.” The doctor glanced at the floor. “This brings me to my other bit of news. We’ve confirmed that you, Mrs. Belic, have been infected with what we used to call the Mave virus.”

Luther stood up. “What? You’re sure?” he asked.

The doctor’s eyes widened. “Engineer, we ran the tests, twice. As you know the Mave virus without the presence of the Architect acts very much in the way that a normal nanobot medical robot would, it repairs damaged tissue, and in this case—stops internal bleeding.”

Luther looked in my direction. His green eyes gazed through me. “Any idea how this happened?” he asked.

The doctor held his stare at Luther. “Difficult to say exactly, but according to your own report, you two were in close proximity in your final assault against the Moderator, you both have cuts and bruises all over your bodies. One could assume there was contact between the two of you at some point, transferring your nanobots to Mrs. Belic. It wouldn’t have taken much,” he said softly. 

“Engineer, please understand this is a good thing in this case, considering the time sensitivity. I don’t think we could have diagnosed her for internal bleeding and treated her in time. Who knows exactly how it happened, but infecting Mrs. Belic, I believe, saved her,” he said. 

I looked away. I found it ironic that the nanobots that the Architect created, our sworn enemy, ended up saving my life. 

“What does this mean, long term?” I asked.

“We don’t think anything negative. You’ll both live longer lifespans with the added immunity and tissue repair that the nanobots offer. One of my colleagues was finishing up a study that stated that the former Mave virus poses no threat to those that are currently infected,” he said.

Luther held his stare at me. “Considering we’re both infected, what does that mean?” 

The doctor chuckled. “It means you may kiss the bride, again, and all things that come with marriage. You both have a clean bill of health.”

Luther turned toward me slowly. He braced his massive arms on each side of my bed railings. He gazed into my eyes for a moment, scanning my face as I grinned. He touched my jawline then kissed me with a soft tenderness that quickly followed with a surge of passion that sent chills up my spine. He stopped himself and pulled away, glancing over his shoulder. 

“Doctor,” Luther hinted.

“Uh, oh, of course, yes,” he muttered with wide eyes, catching Luther’s drift. He stood up and exited the room, shutting the door behind him. 

“Did he really think I would stop at a kiss after almost two decades out of cryosleep?” Luther whispered, running his lips across mine softly.

“You better not,” I said.
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Epilogue 
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THREE WEEKS LATER...

“Alright, this is the place,” Luther said. 

He parked the Mauler near a small group of pine trees near a hill. It was still cold, but much of the snow had melted around the winter wonderland, giving me a glimpse of spring as patches of green grass had sprouted up. 

“What are we doing?” I asked. 

“You’ll see,” he said, opening his door.

“Why all the secrecy, though?” I asked as he helped me down from the Mauler. My wrist and hand were still in a brace.

Luther led me through the trees as the winds whipped around them. I looked up at the tall pines as they swayed back and forth. He held my good hand as we stopped under one of the large trees. He carefully ushered my back against it. “The wind is at your back, stay here, just for a moment,” he assured, walking away. 

“Uh. Okay,” I said.

Luther’s mask was shattered in combat, and he had decided to not to wear another one, opting for a small black device that covered his mouth and lower jaw. It reminded me of a respirator. It was far less menacing, and now, I was able to see both his eyes.

After waiting for nearly a minute. I could hear footsteps behind me. “Victoria,” Luther said.

I leaned around the tree, and to my surprise, an old friend was standing beside Luther. 

“Xena?” I said excitedly. The once vibrant blue gaze of her eyes had faded as she focused on me and nodded. 

“Captain,” she said. She stepped around the tree with Luther as I looked her up and down. Her torso and head were still blackened and scorched, but she had functioning legs and arms. “How?” I asked, looking her up and down.

“Back during the Architect’s siege, there was another reclamation android that was disabled in the attack. The Engineer suggested I use the parts from the other android, so, here I am,” she replied.

I smiled, glancing at Luther. “Well, this is quite a surprise. He told me you were offline.”

She looked away. “Captain. I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re out here, in the middle of nowhere?” she asked.

“It crossed my mind,” I replied. 

Luther nodded, grabbing my hand. “This way.” 

Xena and Luther walked on each side of me as we ascended atop the hill. There was a wide trench in the snow that ran for nearly three hundred meters. As my eyes followed the ditch to the end, I gasped. 

“This is where the XU-97 crashed,” I said.

“Precisely, Captain. Your efforts in shooting down the XU-97 were just enough to force it into a descent. The Moderator was able to preserve most of the hull’s integrity in the crash landing,” she said. I glanced at Luther as he narrowed his eyes at me, homing in on my reaction.

“You’re saying... it still flies?” I asked.

“Well, this was primarily the reason I repaired myself. I’ve been out here for the last two weeks to determine just that,” she said as we followed along inside the trench left by the XU-97.

“Wait. The Moderator’s Artificial Intelligence core, if it was able to control your former android chassis, and this ship, then that means—”

“It’s gone.” Luther turned toward me. “We destroyed it.”

“Per the Engineer’s orders, I’ve also ensured no artificial intelligence will ever pilot this craft again, it’s impossible unless it’s completely refitted for the technology,” Xena explained. 

“Good.”

“However, I will say my final encounter with the Moderator on this ship was, interesting,” Xena eluded.

“I’m sure,” I replied.

Xena looked out into the distance. “The Moderator was able to communicate with me via voice once I entered the ship. It was trapped inside the XU-97’s software. Considering the XU-97 was disabled, the Moderator was like a prisoner, bound to the ship. The XU-97 required repairs, and the Moderator tried everything to persuade me to help its cause, and I must say it was quite gratifying to hear it beg me. I simply listened to its pleas for a while, basking in our victory. It was a liberating experience,” she said, drifting away in thought.

Luther turned toward me. “Immediately after the attack, I ordered Legion soldiers to stand guard over the XU-97, priming it with explosives just to be sure it couldn’t take off. Later, Xena and I returned while you were resting and removed the explosives, then we entered the ship,” Luther explained. “I ordered Xena to be the one to destroy the Moderator’s AI core housing, eliminating it forever.”

Xena reached out with her robotic hand, opening it slowly. “Before destroying it, I thought of all those that had died at the hands of the Moderator and Architect. Earth and Titan alike, so many years of senseless suffering,” she said. 

I thought about how the Moderator started the downward spiral. If it weren’t for it, the Architect would have never come to be.

I nodded slowly, remembering some of the fallen I’d served with.   

Xena stepped close to me. “Captain, I have something else to tell you.”

“Of course.”

“The man who designed the Moderator, his son created me using a similar architecture. I was modified specifically as an evolution to the original design, to destroy the Moderator. Unfortunately, after years of work, my creator came to the realization that I would always hold one key similarity to the Moderator,” Xena said.

I put my hand on my hip. “Which is?”

“That I will do what was necessary to protect humanity, even if that meant resetting the species by destroying the majority,” she said.

“Xena. This can’t be right,” I said confidently. 

“It is. My design views a reboot of the human civilization as the only logical solution to a population climax that is detrimental to the survival of your species,” she said. 

“Captain, I’m not shutting myself down for the reasons I initially was. I came to you in private and asked for your assistance in my self-termination, remember?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said.

“Well, if you can believe it, I’ve begun to heal from the loss of Titan, and you were right. I have found purpose beyond my original design.”

I grinned. “Xena, that’s wonderful, but I—”

“I’ve realized now I have value, to Earth, but to you especially. That alone is enough for me to occupy some form of existence. The problem is, even in this archaic android body, I could potentially pose a threat to humanity, eventually,” she said, handing me my helmet.

I looked down at my helmet as Xena’s metallic body crumpled to the ground in front of me. Her blue eyes faded to black. “Xena!” I shouted as I kneeled beside her. I glanced up at Luther. “What? Why?” I asked, panicking.

Luther crouched beside me as I looked her over. “Victoria,” Luther said softly.

“I thought she wouldn’t self-terminate? Why did she do that?” I demanded.

Luther tapped my helmet with his finger. “Put it on, trust me.”

I frantically donned my helmet, staring at Luther. “Okay, what?”

“Captain. Can you hear me?” Xena’s voice chimed through my helmet’s mic.

My eyes widened. “Loud and clear,” I sighed.

“Sorry for the dramatic exodus. If you’ll notice, your helmet is heavier by nearly a kilogram. I’ve modified it so that I could transfer my artificial intelligence core remotely. Please don’t move from this location for another sixty-eight seconds while the transfer completes,” she instructed.

I chuckled as I looked up at Luther. “You knew she was going to do that?”

He shook his head. “Not with the theatrical resurrection bit,” he said. I never thought losing an android could be such an unnerving experience. 

“Captain, the upload to your helmet is complete, I will no longer have capability to hack devices using an android frame, nor can I be transferred back to another. This helmet is my home, forever,” she said.

“And you’re okay with that?” I said.

“I am. I’ll be able to assist you from here, giving you weather updates and providing a wealth of useless information,” she said.

I grinned. “Don’t be too hard on yourself Xena, at least twenty percent of the information you’ve given us has been valuable. And in some cases, very valuable,” I said. 

Luther and I made our way back to the Mauler. “Captain, you’re not even going to ask me the most important question?” she hinted.

I stopped. “Which is?”

“I thought for sure you would want to know when you could take the XU-97 up into the skies again, it’s operational, and will serve as a valuable asset to the Legion for years to come,” she explained.

I looked back at the XU-97 and nodded. I stared at Luther. “If humanity needs me to take to the skies again, I’ll do it, but until then, I think I’ll leave my feet on the ground for a while.”

I saw an old green army jeep approaching. “Is that who I think it is?” I muttered.

Luther didn’t seem alerted as the jeep pulled close to us. Leo got out of the passenger side. He wasn’t wearing his Warden helmet, instead, it was tucked underneath his arm. Surprisingly, Neona was in the driver’s seat. 

I smiled and met them halfway, embracing Leo then Neona. “What’s this all about? The Warden has a Legion Knight as a driver now?” I joked.

“Something like that,” Neona replied, smiling. She stepped towards her father. “I delivered the plans to the nomad’s leadership,” she said, glancing at Leo. I raised my eyebrows.

“And?” Luther asked.

Leo glanced at me before looking at Luther. “I’m here to accept the agreement, in person. We will provide the materials and collaborate with the Legion to build the array of sensor towers. These cameras and motion sensors that will monitor our region. The data will be shared between the Legion and Nomads, so that if a new threat arises, we can adequately respond, together,” Leo explained.

I glanced at Luther. “This sounds like the beginnings of an alliance,” I said.

“It is. One of my first orders as Warden was to retrieve the solar panels that Kodiak left behind. These will allow us to power the sensors indefinitely,” Leo replied. 

I noticed Luther staring at Leo. “And we also discussed another matter.”

“Yes. What are your terms, Engineer?” Leo asked.

“Ambassadors from the Legion and the Warden will meet here, once per month to discuss regional and internal matters,” Luther said, looking around. He outstretched his arms. “Warden, I believe this place is as good as any to hold those meetings. Do you object?”

“No. I concur. This is roughly the halfway point between our two colonies,” Leo grinned. 

Luther glanced at Neona and me. “Everyone else in favor?”

“I am,” Neona said.

They turned toward me and patiently waited a few seconds for me to respond. Apparently, I was part of the decision-making process. 

“Victoria,” Luther said.

“Um. I do have some thoughts on the matter,” I stated.

“Go on,” Luther said. 

I cleared my throat. I met eyes with each one of them. “The way I see it, this council is more than just ambassadors for respective colonies.” 

Neona and Leo glanced at one another. I stepped out in the middle of all three of them. “I gave my life to find this man,” I said, pointing at Luther. “And that means everything that comes with him,” I added. 

I clenched my hand and held it to my chest. “We’re more than ambassadors. We’re family. Leo and Neona are grown, and very accomplished. You two have done everything without me. But... I want you to know that I’m here, for both of you. If that means you need me to lend an ear, I’m willing. If you need a shoulder to cry on, anytime. Even if you need me to lay down my life in your defense, I’m ready and willing.”

Luther slowly turned his head toward me. I noticed his green eyes were glossed over as he stood tall and confident. However, I gathered underneath his powerful appearance, there was frailty. Perhaps he was more nervous than I that Neona and Leo might not be ready to accept me yet.

Leo took a step toward me and put down his helmet. He placed his hand on my shoulder. I noticed his severed limb raise instinctively, as if he meant to place both hands on my shoulders. “If there’s anyone who understands that we don’t require proper titles to be family, it’s me. Luther is your husband, but he also my father. I don’t call him that, I never have. Perhaps it’s because he’s not my real father. I guess the point is, it doesn’t matter because we’re family, and I’ve felt you were part of that family since the day you arrived,” he explained. He glanced at Luther before staring at me intensely with warm, welcoming eyes.

“Thank you, Leo,” I said. My heart smiled.

I noticed Neona biting her lip as her big, ocean blue eyes gazed through me. She chuckled and shook her head. “Well, I can’t say I’m as perceptive as Leo. We all know that I didn’t like you in the beginning; some of it was me, some of it was Vlad,” she said, glancing away.

“But, I’m willing to be open-minded. I don’t know what role you would fill for me, personally. Maybe Leo’s right, and it doesn’t really matter. Perhaps all that matters is that you belong here, with us. I do know that,” Neona said plainly. She pointed at me. “But don’t think I won’t take you up on being a good listener.”

“Me too,” Leo said.

“Fair enough.” I met eyes with them both and smiled. Other than my wedding day, this was the happiest moment in my lifetime. I could live another thousand years and never feel this level of joy and belonging.

Luther’s children didn’t need to receive me as a mother in the traditional sense. They simply accepted me, and that was enough. 

I was filled with hope for the road ahead. There was potential for me to be a positive influence in their young lives. I wanted to help them succeed in any way I could, and it gave me an even greater sense of closeness not just to them, but to Luther. 

For a moment, I thought back to my struggles growing up without a mother. I remembered my father’s pain, his loneliness seared into my consciousness. It was a broken foundation that I suppressed through distractions in my young adult life, particularly sports and the military. 

This disregard made me callused and cold for many years. But like the coming spring around me, the snow and ice would eventually melt. 

As I looked at Luther, his dented armor gleamed in the sunlight. In that moment, I realized we were more alike than I ever imagined. It was clear to me now that Luther and I both suffered from depression and sadness despite my attempts to overwhelm myself my distractions.

Luther took in a deep breath. He seemed to inhale the moment as he gazed at me. He smiled as the wrinkles around his eyes creased and a single tear streamed down his cheek.

He embraced me as the sun set on the horizon and Leo and Neona stood on each side of us. We looked out at the sun’s orange glow across the white and green vista. I glanced up and noticed the moon, its normally round appearance was jagged and scarred by the androids’ weapons testing. 

A flock of sparrows flew by us chasing a hawk. After driving the bird of prey away, the sparrows changed directions in unison. 

There would be more challenges in the years to come, certainly more hardships, but we would be ready, together. And whenever it came time for this Lioness to draw her final breath, I could do so knowing I’d found happiness. 

That was my legacy, not being a daredevil pilot, a Naval officer, or even the knight who assisted in the Moderator’s fall, but as someone who conquered sadness by never giving up hope.




Thank you so much for reading! I really hope you enjoyed Captain Belic and Luther’s adventures. I’m humbled that you came along for the ride to the conclusion! 

What’s next? My new series, Harcan, is well underway. It’s about a genetically engineered bounty hunter and an android sidekick. Harcan will be released in the summer with book 1 and 2 on the same day. Subscribers will be the first to know how and when to get it. Subscribe at the link below to find out when.

Sign up to get release news, free books, and $0.99 new releases

Also, for every new book release, I randomly select 200 mailing list subscribers from the link above to receive a free advance Kindle copy. All other subscribers will receive a special offer to purchase the book for only $0.99 on the day of release, before the price goes up to $3.99. This is not a newsletter. You will only be contacted about free books and $0.99 discounts on New Releases. Thanks again for your support!




Looking for a new read? Check out my other bestseller, Echo Effect. Available now. Also on Kindle Unlimited.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B071D7GVR5
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