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Apex Terminal Security: Overridden. Origin: Unknown. 
 
    Begin Transcription. User: Unknown. 
 
      
 
      “..Forget everything that you think you know, for fear that what was may not be and what is has changed considerably.” 
 
      
 
      This is the mandate of the Operatives of the Colonial Armed Forces, The Military Faction… our predecessors. May their words carry on through homage of their children, singing songs in and of their glory and paying tribute by way of persevering throughout the ages.  
 
      
 
      But I think I’m getting a little ahead of myself…or..is it behind? 
 
      
 
      If you’re somehow listening to this, included with this broadcast is a detailed account of the events which inevitably lead to the complete destruction of civilization in the colonies as we know it.  
 
      
 
       For you and your people, there’s so much that needs to be explained and I’m not entirely sure the exact place to begin.  
 
      
 
      There’s all of the boring technical jargon that lead to quantum computers, faster than light speed travel and colonization of the galaxy. Or the unnecessary details of the Colonial Civil War that tore apart Factions, decimated worlds, and who could forget the single most devastating retaliation which stripped the universe of all technology for eons and pretty much sent everyone into an age of darkness… all of which to me aren’t really that significant. 
 
      
 
      Oh and that whole birthplace of the entire human race thing…  
 
      
 
      Yeah… I don’t know. It all seems somewhat trivial now. Plus none of that historical stuff really pertains to how it all goes sideways.  
 
      
 
      It doesn’t really help that by the time this gets to you.. and your civilization manages to decipher it or whatever… most of it will be so far over your heads it won’t even matter. Don’t misunderstand my meaning here, I’m not calling you stupid… I’m saying that for longer than I care to admit… we’ve purposely kept you in the dark. 
 
      And while I don’t personally condone purposely crippling an entire world to keep them from hurting themselves, I do feel we hold a significant responsibility for most of the blame in your ignorance, aggressive tendencies and pathetically short lifespans… But to be fair,  your tiny little planet has shown itself to be increasingly.. um..  delicate in handling the fact you’re not alone in the universe.  
 
      
 
      But in the grand scheme of things the story of how that nonsense happened is irrelevant and completely out of chronological order.  
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
      For any of this to make sense, it’s probably more important to explain the events leading up to all of the chaos and shed some light on how things got so bad. I’m not apologizing, mind you.. merely ensuring that you have an explanation of why everything happened from my perspective. 
 
      
 
      You’ll have to excuse me if I sound somewhat cynical, it’s been quite some time since I’ve actually had a conversation with anyone that didn’t run off batteries. Dialogue with my ship and machine companions make for some pretty tragic one-sided exchanges.  
 
      
 
      I’m sure it’ll make more sense later. 
 
      
 
      That is if I can remember where I put that datapad. I swear if that creepy little drone walked off with it again, I’ll tear him apart! Nevermind.. I found it. 
 
      
 
      Oh, and by the way.. my name is Lirenvadra. 
 
      
 
      Best to remember that.. So you know who’s to blame.   
 
      
 
      While this isn’t exactly where my story begins...  
 
      
 
    …it’s definitely the start of where everything goes to shit. 
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 .Rough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      "Hey Jules..!" I call out to the loud clanging of metal against something priceless, irreplaceable and likely broken coming from the bridge. Folding my environmental suit back into the utility stow compartment within the Nightshade’s loading bay, I cringe as yelling my sister’s name only makes her swing harder. 
 
      
 
      It’s painfully obvious nearing the tail-end of this mission, we’re most definitely coming up empty-handed. 
 
      
 
    Julia continues throwing her tantrum unprovoked. 
 
      
 
      I pick up my datapad and the sad bag full of keepsakes, knickknacks and half dead components we managed to salvage from the planet’s surface. The casing of the personalized computer still very much warm to the touch, I’m surprised I didn’t manage to melt the damn thing. Making my way through the recreation area, I do my best to ignore whatever creepy thing Twitch was doing. 
 
      
 
    In true outdated, unquestioningly disturbing Medical Drone fashion, Twitch had begun spraying himself with sanitizer as if the immense heat from the planet’s dense atmosphere hadn’t irradiated every living organism hundreds of thousands of centuries ago.  
 
      
 
      “Julia… Twitch is wasting the disinfectant again!” I shout in protest, kicking the Medical Drone forcibly with the sole of my right boot. Standing next to him I impatiently wait for Julia to reprimand the little drone. “..that’s the fourth refill I’ve installed since we left home.. and I’m the only crewmember who bleeds..” 
 
      
 
    “..good boy Twitch!” Julia’s voice hums over the ship’s internal communication system. “..kill all of those germs!”  
 
      
 
      Rolling my eyes I let out a pained sigh of defeat. “..of course..” 
 
      
 
    Twitch slowly extends his left arm before proceeding to cover my entire feet in a dense fog of sanitizing spray.  
 
      
 
      “..the hell!?!” I stare down at the meter tall metal trash can. “..For the thousandth time Twitch… disinfectant spray is for wound care!” 
 
      
 
    Those six beady little lens-like eyes staring right back at me, in defiance or sheer incomprehension. Slowly Twitch retracts his arm, snaking it back into his tiny metal frame with a quiet rebellion.   
 
      
 
      “..Jewels..” Groaning, I toss the bag onto the floor in front of him before taking several paces into the crew corridor. "..how about you stop pouting and remind me who's turn it is back home to play Sovereign.."  
 
      
 
    Julia was silent for a short while, no doubt trying to pretend like she hadn't heard the question.  
 
      
 
      As I walk out of throwing, kicking or punching distance of Twitch, I hear the familiar sound of disinfectant spray covering yet another non-human wound type object. Another long, labored breath escapes me and I internally minimize the likelihood of a wound actually getting infected on this miserable assignment. 
 
      
 
      With these two knuckleheads at my side? Probably pretty likely…  
 
      
 
      Scrunching up my face and trying to diminish the concern, I twirl the datapad between my fingers. Two quick steps and I arrive back onto the one place in this entire universe that I have complete and unadulterated control.. the bridge. 
 
      
 
    “..welcome back to the bridge friend!” The Nightshade’s Operating system, which happens to be an extension of Twitch, emulates a cheerful greeting through the internal com system. 
 
      
 
      “..holy shit?!?” I nearly drop my computer as the sunny disposition and absolutely unnecessary greeting startles me. “..Nightshade.. Yeah.. Hi.. Thanks.. ” 
 
      
 
     "...Macgregor is currently on shift." You could hear the blatant amusement in her voice. Father was right, she really did take after mother. Always entertained by the most obscure things. 
 
      
 
      I play off the exaggerated tone in her response and my recent heart attack with a casual thought. "...I haven't talked to Uncle Mac in.." 
 
      
 
    "..463 years.." Julia purposely using the peculiar measurement of time developed on the prison world. At least she took the question seriously enough to calculate the actual time dilation from our last few jumps. She pops her head out of the maintenance shaft, just underneath the diagnostics terminal. Dirt and residue smeared about her cheeks.  
 
      
 
      “..so just under 300 cycles.” Grumbling to myself softly. It was painfully obvious that she wanted to see my reaction. This is the fourth time since visiting this backwater system she’s used some obscure reference to the planet. “..what’s with you and this strange fascination with Amenthes all of a sudden?” 
 
      
 
    “..they call it Earth..” Julia wipes her nose with the cleanest portion of her right wrist. Her long blond hair tied back behind her. Those sparkling, curious blue eyes darting back and forth about the flight deck. “..I just figured..” 
 
      
 
      “..that we’re in the neighborhood and the more you subliminally drop hints that I’ll what?” Pausing a moment, I stare at her expectedly. “..fly down there, say hi and..you know.. shatter their peaceful existence?” 
 
      
 
    “..it was worth a shot..” Rolling her eyes, Julia groans with a thick layer of defeat. Changing the subject, she retorts. "..let me guess.. instead of having an adventure you’d rather hijack another subspace frequency and illegally bypass the firewalls..again.." 
 
      
 
      The look on her face was stern and stoic. I’ve grown up with her my entire life and I still can’t read her facial expressions at times. Either way, I’m not going to entertain her and she knows it. 
 
      
 
      “..every time someone from the colonies interacts with them it’s always guns, explosions and crazy space shit..” I put my hands on my hips and mimic her tone. I always enjoy tossing around that disingenuous attitude I mirrored from nearly a thousand cycles of watching our mother handle conversations with our father. "..besides, you're telling me that you don't want to call home and.." 
 
      
 
    "..I never said that.." Julia's lips curl upwards into a familiar mischievous smirk. "...Twitch and I have already begun to establish a secure link.." 
 
      
 
      "..That's my girl!" I wink at her before taking a few steps backwards and leaping into the magnelift chair in front of the communications terminal. The magnetic resistance platform beneath me struggling to compensate for my impending shift in weight. I spin 760 degrees on the frictionless seat before propping my feet leisurely up on the terminal for my comfort. 
 
      
 
      Since Meridian was on the fringe of known space, I know I still have a few minutes before a stable subspace transmission will be established.  
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes, I begin recapping the events of the last few hundred cycles. Uncle Mac has a tendency of asking obscure questions about minute and meaningless details.  
 
      
 
      Best just try and queue up the highlights. 
 
      
 
      Almost immediately after requesting I be allowed to finish up my final rites of passage into adulthood, father gave Julia and I the most unfulfilling assignment in all of my 1753 cycles. That’s saying a lot considering I spent almost half of my life training as a Titan on Meridian, where absolutely nothing interesting happens.  
 
      
 
      I  mean, stuff happens.. it’s just mostly political back and forth, boycotts and threats of utter boredom. 
 
      
 
      I’m digressing, again... 
 
      
 
      While he usually teases me about wanting to grow up too quickly, father made it blatantly apparent I still had afew more hurdles to jump through before being dubbed a bonafide adult. As much as I disagreed with him, once his mind is made up.. there really isn’t a whole lot of wiggle room for discussion. 
 
      
 
      So, begrudgingly.. off we went. 
 
      
 
      We started out near Centega, the closest any Military can get into the Terrean system before feelings get hurt and things start flying. Bouncing from system to system we’ve been taking in-depth readings, mapping terrain and examining the composition of every satellite, planetary body..you name it, we likely looked at it.  
 
      
 
      Our mission even included the uninhabited systems, which only made it even more boring. Apparently, investigating, documenting and retrieving obsolete technology is somehow top tier, hush hush. 
 
      
 
      Yeah right..  
 
      
 
      It’s literally a glorified salvage run, let’s not try and kid ourselves.  
 
      
 
      As usual, mother stressed and insisted that the more meaningful aspect to the assignment was to hopefully find more carriers full of Originals. But all of our findings up to this point have been pretty conclusive… only 2 carriers survived the Great Pulse.  
 
      
 
      Hell only one of them survived intact. If you can call being permanently affixed to the interior of a moon intact. It’s fine.. we use it for all kinds of fun activities now. Like fire fight simulations and the occasional covert hijacking drills. And sleepovers. 
 
      
 
      Come to think of it… The Technologists did find the Zephyr floating adrift in space, systems completely dismantled. Completely sealed and power shutoff for untold cycles… the carrier was, for lack of a better definition, nothing more than a mass grave.  
 
      
 
      They never knew what hit them. 
 
      
 
      Poor bastards. 
 
      
 
      Where was I again? 
 
      
 
      Right..right.. recapping the last few cycles. 
 
      
 
      We had just finished up 12 cycles of searching the surface of Iovitus for salvage, hoping to get something valuable or at least a new part. That Class 2 Dreadnaught Mac had been helping Julia and I restore had been pretty neglected these past 100 cycles or so. 
 
      
 
      In scanning the surface, we found only a gaseous mess of heat, radiation and a shit ton of nothing interesting. But the trusty old operating system aboard The Nightshade suggested we actually land the ship and try scanning on the other side of the atmospheric interference.  
 
      
 
      Truthfully, I was incredibly skeptical.. I had pretty much thought my antique heap of a ship had finally gone suicidal. After some encouragement from both Jewels and The Nightshade.. I agreed.  
 
      
 
      Landing was hella rough, not going to lie.. but what we found was completely worth it! I honestly wasn’t expecting much.  
 
      
 
      Traces of 6 distinct Apex structures, each aligned with the Colonies in their respective directions, littered the planet.  
 
      
 
      I had no idea that Iovitus was literally the first waystation.  
 
      
 
      We explored the 4 structures still physically accessible and in the first 3 found nothing of consequence, but the last one is where things got interesting.  
 
      
 
      Julia, Twitch and I dug around the exterior until we found the entry hatch. It was closed, which was noticeably bizarre considering the world had been stripped of anything of value eons before we got there.  
 
      
 
      Inside we made our way through the passageway careful not to disturb anything that might hinder the structural integrity of the place. No sense in being crushed.. or worse.. stuck there until I inevitably starved to death as two immortal machines stared at me in slighted disinterest. 
 
      
 
      Don’t get me wrong, having a sophisticated artificial intelligence housed within a near indestructible childlike body as a sibling growing up was a little peculiar by most people’s standards. For me, it wasn’t even one of the more complicated things to negotiate.  
 
      
 
      I genuinely love Julia.. it’s that pet medical drone she refuses to let out of her sight that’s unsettling.  
 
      
 
      And trust me… when I say he’s creepy. 
 
      
 
    He’s creepy. 
 
      
 
      Anyways, Julia explains that we managed to find a vault hub.  
 
      
 
      This is pretty significant because vault technology is what makes up Julia’s internal storage, something called an auxiliary frame.  
 
      
 
      Coincidentally, that same technology is also embedded into that aforementioned creepy medical drone.  
 
      
 
      But that’s a whole different story entirely. 
 
      
 
      She wanted us to scan the interior to see if we could find traces of a frame or anything remotely of interest.  
 
      
 
      I flipped on my data pad and took some initial readings, the feedback was so intense that I literally had to shut the damn thing off before it overheated. 
 
      
 
      When we came upon the innermost chamber we found a stasis pod hardwired to the Apex itself. I had never seen something so coarse but closer examination of the wiring was masterful. 
 
      
 
      While I was gawking at some long since dead engineer’s craftsmanship, Julia found that we had arrived at Terminal 5.  
 
      
 
      I stepped over a decaying carcass and tried to access the network. I slid my hand across the surface before I realized that the unit itself had been dismantled. Julia helped me remove the casing and I hooked my tablet into the auxiliary port. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Julia slouched against the terminal and pouted. 
 
      
 
      I don’t know why, but something told me there was another way. With little thought, sheer impulse, I went back to the hibernation tube and spliced into the terminal on the side of the unit. It was only then that I realized, the carcass I had just stepped over was only about 2-3 thousand cycles old. Everything else on the planet had died off long before. I collected the user data and then managed to let The Nightshade sync with whatever was left of the Apex registry.  
 
      
 
      It wasn’t much.  
 
      
 
      Whomever had been there before us had done a pretty exceptional job of deleting any trace of them having been there.. but.. what they hadn’t thought of, was deleting the backup registry from the hibernation terminal. A user number I hadn’t ever seen before flashed across my screen. And a diagnostic of the vault showed an indefinite fault error. 
 
      
 
      The unit had been taken and whoever took it, really didn’t want anyone to know they had it.  
 
      
 
      A hiss of static jarred me out of my musings of our little escapades on the homeworld of all humankind. I opened my eyes and focused my attention on the viewscreen expanding at the tips of my toes along the inner lining of the flight deck. 
 
      
 
    My father’s image projecting from the angled filament. His voice echoing a moment. It was clear I had startled him. “..This is Thayden of The Vanguard, Sovereign..” 
 
      
 
      “..hey uncle Mac..” interrupting the obviously nervous auto response to this impromptu subspace transmission. “..it’s Liren.” 
 
      
 
    “..holy shit..I almost had a heart attack!” Mac’s inflections but Thayden’s voice and physical attributes flickering across the holographic frame. A testament to the wonders of modern technology. “..I suspect Julia and Twitch played a role in all of this very illegal and strictly forbidden use of technology..” 
 
      
 
    “..hi Mac!” Julia’s voice fluttering out from the grated vents near the maintenance shaft. 
 
      
 
    “..thought so..” Mac laughs, clasping his hands together with a new sense of ignited curiosity. “..what can I help you with kid? Thayden is supposed to relieve me in a few cycles..” 
 
      
 
      I groaned at the mention of my father. Purposely exaggerating the angst of a young woman towards her overprotective father. “...I know, but I haven’t talked to you in ages!” 
 
      
 
    “..it’s been 298 cycles..” Mac said matter of factly, scratching idly at his chin as he stares distantly into the monitor. “..what can your Uncle Mac help you with that the all powerful Thayden can’t?” He too purposely made a face. Quickly shifting it into excitement. “..did you finally figure out was wrong with that Dreadnaught?!?” 
 
      
 
      “..I still need a primary actuator..” I said pointedly. “..we’ve managed to pickup dozens of spare parts but I’ve kind of given up on it since that whole almost blowing up my ship incident..” 
 
      
 
    “..you might be in luck, Hawthorne and his team brought in a bunch of junk from their last run to Delthi..” Macgregor moves out of view of the holographic projector, rustling through something in his workshop. “..still calling that ship the Darkshadow?” 
 
      
 
      “..Night...shade..!” I roll my eyes as he mentions Hawthorne. Mac just loved to give me a hard time about my uncomfortable arranged marriage and my ship’s name. “..you going senile on me, old man?” 
 
      
 
    He stood awkwardly, teetering back into view and rose his hand to his chest. He appears offended by the question. “..old man?!? I’ll have you know young lady, I’m not a day older than...” 
 
      
 
      “..200...millennia..” We stare at each other before laughing in unison. The truth still heavy for anyone to comprehend, near too catastrophic to grasp. I pause momentarily before changing the subject as smoothly as possible.  
 
      
 
      “..alright.. so I need to run some things by you and I want to hear a second opinion before feeding it to his holy Sovereign.” Calculating the math quickly. “..I’ve got.. like 8 cycles left to dig up as much information on this as possible..” 
 
      
 
      The truth of it is, my father has this annoying habit of being particularly close lipped with information that he doesn’t deem as pertinent. Uncle Mac on the other hand, I just need to ask the right questions..or phrase them in such a way he eventually tells me what I want to know.  
 
      
 
    Mac is somewhat more… lenient..  
 
      
 
      That is to say, if you can get through his rampant sidetracking and winded explanations of random things without losing your shit.  
 
      
 
    “..gotcha! Ok, hit me with it!” It was almost comical watching as the image of my father crossed his arms and stuck the tip of his tongue out in deep contemplation. A gift that only modern holographic technology could give. 
 
      
 
      I slid my data pad off of the terminal and lean back in my magnetic lift, swiping my fingertip across the surface. “..okay..” I briskly read through the logs I recovered from the Apex on Iovitus before continuing. “..I need information on an Op224..” 
 
      
 
    “..224..” Mac squinted in thought before scratching idly at his chin. “..Eden..” He recalled the name effortlessly, as only Originals could. “..she was a Section Specialist. A damn good one too!”  
 
      
 
      I could tell from his response, this girl had meant something to him. 
 
      
 
      Browsing through the log, she had literally spent thousands of cycles purposely throwing herself in and out of the submersion pod.  
 
      
 
      Without food or water at her disposal it would be the most logical thing to do for survival. But something went wrong. Probably too much strain on her body or the prokaryotic fluid began to deteriorate her cells and consume them. “..anything you can tell me about her..?”  
 
      
 
      As Mac thought to himself, I couldn’t help but be grossed out by how much I absolutely hated having ever asked him what cryofluid actually was.. 
 
      
 
      It made me remember that first pained breath of the lukewarm synthetic fluid. I could feel my lungs tighten and restrict as I choked on the liquid threatening to consume the air from within me until it finally succeeded.  
 
      
 
      I can recall a heaviness to my body, even though floating weightless in the chamber. It was as if the unit itself was holding me down, trying to drown me in a pressurized, formless embrace. It wasn't until I found myself almost completely unconscious, several moments after I was entirely submerged, that I regretted knowing it wasn’t warm water but actually synthetic... bacteria.  
 
      
 
      Our genetic makeup was purposefully altered to adapt to any environment. The harsher the atmosphere the more drastic the physical deviation became. It was no accident that the same base coding of our DNA was also found in the oldest known generically modified simple celled organisms.  
 
      
 
      Our entire beings from head to toe… all scientifically precise.  
 
      
 
      Well, at least for about 30% of the original Operative population and their offspring. The rest of them were either not affected by the exposure or irrevocably absorbed by the bacterium. 
 
      
 
      Of course the risk is high for any of us, but too many deep space travels without being protected by the submersion pod at Spatial Shift speeds results in irreversible damage to the body.  
 
      
 
      It doesn’t matter how good your genetics, it’s not safe.   
 
      
 
      The irony was almost too comical, in a tragically morbid way. 
 
      
 
      My mother protested and claimed that it was within her motherly rights to demand that I do as she says and stay as far away from the deviation ritual as possible.  
 
      
 
      My father was quiet on the subject, as usual, instead forcing me to make my own decision.  
 
      
 
      Julia wasn't much help. She simply kept regurgitating the percentage rates of success. Not high enough for a sure bet but also not low enough to scare me away either..  
 
      
 
      If I were to be completely honest, I’m not even sure I understand what fear is.. And besides, I blacked out as soon as I felt all of the air leave my lungs. And when I woke up? No recollection of how long I had been submerged and no time to process my decision.  
 
      
 
      From the very first moments I was pulled out of the tank, a rite of passage that most Originals still call The Quickening.. all I felt was pain. It was as if every muscle, down to the tendons and further still.. down to every synaptic nerve was on fire. It was a white, hot, smoldering heat that engulfed my entirety with a feverish vigor.  
 
      
 
      I was a mess for weeks! 
 
      
 
      To think Eden knowingly and willingly subjected herself to that agony over and over again all with the single objective… to survive?  
 
      
 
      Hell, I’m not sure I could say I would be able to do the same.  
 
      
 
      That shit was straight up beastly! 
 
      
 
      It still boggles my mind that literally everyone else in the universe, save for those poor saps on Amenthes, could use the submersion pods without fear of the Affliction.  
 
      
 
      I mean, really!? 
 
      
 
      As I slowly came to the realization Uncle Mac had been talking the entire time I’ve been daydreaming, I pick up the conversation somewhere near the end of his usual rants.  
 
      
 
    “..yeah..” Mac seemed transported back to a simpler time. 
 
      
 
      He had absolutely no idea I hadn’t heard anything he said.  
 
      
 
    “..she was just that kind of a person.. she inspired that kind of unconditional loyalty.. surrender to her your life or limb that your father did..” He paused and corrected himself. “..does.. it’s been so long since I’ve seen them..” There was a genuine sadness in his voice.  
 
      
 
      “..you’ll see Thayden soon enough..” I said matter of factly.  
 
      
 
      These rotations they’d been on for the better part of three thousand cycles was obviously taking a strain on them... Macgregor worst of all. 
 
      
 
       But we had seen the effects of what happens when they don’t return to the submersion pod between 75 and 100 cycles. My mother can only stand to be outside for a few hours before she begins to feel withdrawals.  
 
      
 
      An extremely inaccurate term to describe her feeling every cell within her body begin to tear itself apart. 
 
      
 
    “..that’s true!” After a short period of silence he seemed to perk himself up at the thought. “..I should go get my research together!” He again moves in and out of view of the projector, seeming to forget I was on the line. 
 
      
 
      “..Mac! Hey wait a second!” I laugh at the absentminded old man. Even though the face of my father was staring back at me, I knew behind that facade was the aged face of my dearest uncle. “..I need you to tell me about a..” I slid my finger across the data pad and squinted at the log. “..user 7077 is that...” 
 
      
 
    Mac scowls. 
 
      
 
      I knew the moment that I ask he holds a special place in his heart for that individual.  
 
      
 
    “..Seven..” Mac didn’t even flinch, fluster or falter.. “..Archetype 7077. Your father put him in charge of the machines a thousand cycles, maybe two… before you were born. Hates Julia but also seems to think she’s the most powerful thing this universe has ever seen. Honestly I couldn’t tell you if he wanted to kill her or invite her over for brunch.” Mac mumbles absentmindedly to himself, trailing off. “..of course, the machines can’t actually eat anything..” 
 
      
 
      Every Vanguard knows who the leaders of each Faction are.. I humor Uncle Mac and pretend a moment that his information is news to me.  
 
      
 
      “..Seven? I think I remember meeting him once..” I tilt my head and lean forward, placing my feet on the grated floor. The cool metal against my bare skin sent a slight chill up my legs. My father told me multiple times of how Seven nearly got them all killed. “..I wonder if he’s still got that worthless head of security..”  
 
      
 
      Truthfully, I can’t picture the machine’s face.  
 
      
 
      I had to either play guardsmen or errand girl for so many of these pompous dignitaries and their man-servants when they visited Meridian. That was a thousand cycles or so ago.. it was hard to keep them all straight. One of them in particular though.. his head of security named Weathers? That guy could go take a very long walk off a short pier. “..know where I can find him?” 
 
      
 
    “..Earth..” Mac didn’t even need to debate his answer. He was firm in his response. “..the guy rarely ventures too far from home..”  
 
      
 
      Of course.  
 
      
 
      “..I know someone else who has been aching for a reunion..” I dart my eyes towards the diagnostics terminal’s maintenance hatch.  
 
      
 
      Though she’s wedged somewhere within the ship’s innards, I have no doubts that Jules is still eavesdropping. “..I’m literally a few minutes from there.. perhaps I’ll pay those Earthlings a little visit...” 
 
      
 
    “..no..!” Mac said impatiently, something of a sense of urgency in his tone and fear about his face. “..I need you to come home, immediately! I’ve uncovered something that could very well change everything that we’ve ever known!” 
 
      
 
      Nodding slowly, I feign interest. “..oh..okay..” In his old age, Macgregor has become somewhat.. imaginative. “..the last time you made such a life shattering discovery you thought you had intercepted a transmission from another dimension.”  
 
      
 
    “..that was different!” Mac mutters in protest. 
 
      
 
      “..it was radio signals from a child’s program transmitted by the inhabitants of this backwater system..” I shake my head in amusement.  
 
      
 
    “..listen.. if Julia is there..” Mac’s voice trailing off, my father’s image dims and then disappears. 
 
      
 
    The feed cuts out. 
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 .Warrant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      “..that was strange..” I reach to the communication terminal and press my index finger to the illuminated screen. “..we hit some kind of interference?” 
 
      
 
      Every signal disappeared from the sensor array.  
 
      
 
    “..it appears that the connection has been lost due to a loss of power..” The Nightshade observed, his voice resonated off the bare interior of the bridge. “..I’m having issues retrieving information from my satellite selves in multiple systems at the moment.. but that’s a rather normal occurrence.. would you like for me to..” 
 
      
 
    A broadband frequency lit up the terminal on all wavelengths. A subspace transmission with no origin data.  
 
      
 
      “..Nightshade..” Unapologetically, I interrupt the operating system’s question. “..what the hell is that?” 
 
      
 
    “..I am receiving a fragmented high priority message..” The Nightshade paused. “..I will attempt to recompile the data stream..” 
 
      
 
      Honestly, I have seen some pretty messed up shit in my short 1753 cycles.. but I have never seen a fragmented mass subspace communication.  
 
      
 
      The power to broadcast even a small chunk of data on more than one frequency through subspace is.. incalculable. But everything received must have a source. Unless.. 
 
      
 
    “..Friends..it appears that the stream is not fragmented but purposely sent in bursts to maximize the distance it might traverse spacetime..” The Nightshade interrupted my train of thought. There was an unusual tone in his voice synthesizer, it almost sounded like concern. “..permission to relay the transmission?” 
 
      
 
    Julia slowly crawled out of the tiny access hatch and wiped off her hands with a shop rag, tossing it onto the floor. “..what’s going on now?” 
 
      
 
      As The ship streams the message, I immediately recognize the voice and things get complicated.  
 
      
 
    “..Attention: this is Thayden, Sovereign of The Vanguard, enforcer of the unconditional code of laws. I seek the childlike machine known only by the name Julia. It is imperative that she be apprehended or destroyed by any means necessary. Your cooperation in her capture or destruction is mandated. Return her to me at once and be rewarded. Aid her and be exterminated. Attention...” 
 
      
 
    The ship silenced the transmission and I felt my jaw drop with absolute confusion.  
 
      
 
      The only two ways I can fathom a transmission could be received without an origin was either time travel or a very sophisticated algorithm created, broadcast and then relayed the message on multiple channels all at the same time.. from a local access point.  
 
      
 
      And considering the jury is still out on time travel..   
 
      
 
    Julia interrupts my thought process, her face looked as shocked as I felt. Her features were scrunched into a very displeased heap of emotions. “..what did I ever do to piss off Macgregor?” 
 
      
 
    “..There was that time when you decided to help fix his leg brace and ended up crushing every bone in his left leg..” The Nightshade began to recite. 
 
      
 
    “..that’s not what I meant!” Julia huffed. 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels..” Laying the tablet back onto the communication terminal, I stare at the frequency. “..you’re asking the wrong question..” 
 
      
 
    “..huh?” She tilted her head in thought. “..I don’t..” 
 
      
 
      “..Nightshade.. pull up the local Apex network..” Interrupting her I take a few steps toward the diagnostics terminal. “..I want..” 
 
      
 
    Before I have a chance to finish my sentence, The Nightshade’s operating system chimes an affirming tone over the internal com system. “..Captain, the message is being broadcast on an old military frequency. Staggered intervals..” 
 
      
 
      “..they’re layering it?” I was surprised The Nightshade had managed to keep up with my hunch. Then again, we had been stuck with each other ever since I first reinitialized the ship and Twitch downloaded its core programming to the primary storage… half a lifetime ago.  
 
      
 
      I suppose it was only a matter of time before it became this self aware. I just wasn’t expecting it to be so soon. 
 
      
 
    “..Yes, Captain..” The Nightshade confirms. “..the signal is impossible to isolate thanks to the radio chatter being transmitted from Amenthes, but..” He paused. 
 
      
 
      “..but what?” I slowly turn on my heels, eyeing Julia as we both wait for a response. 
 
      
 
    Twitch wobbles onto the flight deck, likely to investigate all of the commotion. Those lenslike eyes focusing and refocusing, the unnerving sound of the tiny mechanical shutters clicking as they retract and adjust.  
 
      
 
      That Medical Drone is incredibly distracting. 
 
      
 
    “..there is a concentration of multiple broadcasts coming from coordinates very close to their artificial moon.” The Nightshade finishes his readings.  
 
      
 
    Twitch reaches up and gently tugs on my shirt. 
 
      
 
      Sidestepping both Julia and the pile of discarded rags, I ignore the Medical Drone’s plead for attention and move to the front of the bridge. Stopping at the navigation terminal and without over thinking it, I log in the coordinates for Earth. “..I need you to kill the subspace generator, backup broadband wave emitters and dismantle our Apex Marker.”  
 
      
 
      We were going to need to make ourselves invisible to scanner detection, only to be seen when we want others to see us.  
 
      
 
    Julia was stunned for a moment but she understood immediately. Grabbing Twitch’s fingerlike nodules from my top, Julia guided the mute machine towards her.  
 
      
 
    Twitch wobbled obediently to her side.   
 
      
 
    Julia snapped her fingers at the medical drone, speaking clearly. “..I need you to override and then release the aft couplings controlling our long range communications.” She paused. “..Liren that will also take out our long range sensor array..” 
 
      
 
      “..I know..” There wasn’t time to discuss this, we needed to disappear and the only way to do that was unfortunately to break my ship. “..Nightshade get me a conference with the Lifespring vessel stationed behind Earth’s moon.” 
 
      
 
    “..link is in progress..” The Nightshade had already anticipated my next course of action. I couldn’t help but be impressed, I wasn’t even sure I knew what the hell I was doing.  
 
      
 
      We need to find out what was going on with Julia’s new warrant but there was something alarming about the timing, frequency and origin of the broadcast.  
 
      
 
      Answers weren’t likely to come to me.  
 
      
 
      I need to take action.  
 
      
 
      One thing I can almost certainly assume, an algorithm that complex can only come from an auxiliary frame. And seeing as I am pretty sure Seven has an extra one lying around, he just became first on my list to question... or beat the shit out of.  
 
      
 
      Either option worked for me at this point.  
 
      
 
    A pleasant sounding woman responded to the hail. “..hello Nightshade..” She sounded as though she was expecting us. “..how may I be of assistance?” 
 
      
 
      “..We are seeking an audience with one of your Archetype. A 7077..” I try to sound as authoritative as possible, I am pretty sure I just failed miserably. To my surprise, she didn’t seem phased.  
 
      
 
    “..oh yes, unit 7077 does seem to have many people interested in his council..” There was a soft chime on the navigation terminal.  
 
      
 
    Coordinates for docking sequence with the main ring had been transmitted to The Nightshade’s telemetry matrix.  
 
      
 
    “..it will be nice to have visitors..” The soft voice reiterated before the transmission ceased. “..see you very soon!” 
 
      
 
      The transmission was silenced as the ship adjusted vectors. 
 
      
 
      “..that was an AI wasn’t it?” I couldn’t tell until I realized the inflection didn’t change in her voice. Her speech recognition and adaptation were quite seamless. 
 
      
 
    “..that was Mother..” Julia said smugly. “..I, for one, am glad we are going to visit her. It’s been a very long time since I have had a compelling conversation..” Her tiny hands prying off the back of the communication terminal, gripping at the wires directly connected to the subspace generator and she pulls. 
 
      
 
      She couldn’t help herself. She just had to take cheap shots. 
 
      
 
      “..you know how I enjoy being the bearer of bad news..” Maneuvering around Twitch as he teeters across the deck, I make my way off the bridge and out into the small corridor opening up to the crew quarters. “..we’re not going there for a family reunion..”  
 
      
 
    “..her name is Mother, she’s not MY mother..” Julia groans in protest, staring at me as I walk down the cooridor. 
 
      
 
      “..still not going to happen..” Pressing my fist to the beacon next to my door caused the metal plate to retract into the wall. “..I’m going to need you and Squirt to stay on the ship..”   
 
      
 
      
 
      I wait for her to protest.  
 
      
 
      Oddly enough.  
 
      
 
     Not a word.  
 
      
 
      Shrugging slightly, I resign myself to consider her silence as a win. Slipping into the small room I plop down on my bed and pull my mother’s workboots up from the grated floor.  
 
      
 
      Sure. I have tons of shoes and matching outfits.. but these things seem to match everything. I mean.. what outfit isn’t complimented by a good old fashioned pair of shitkickers? 
 
      
 
      Reinforced carbon fiber tips encased in a near indestructible synthetic leather, finely woven metal strands comprised the laces.. hell even the interior lining and insoles were as delicate as they were expertly crafted.  
 
      
 
      Admiring them each time I wore them is a treasured pasttime.. today wasn’t going to be any different.  
 
      
 
      Tying them tightly, it felt comforting. Almost like having her with me, though I know she was so very far away. 
 
      
 
    Julia had been standing at my door just inside the room, leaning against the bulkhead. “..so what’s the plan?” She motions towards my jacket draped lazily next to me. I obliged her, knowing that flashing around my rank would potentially only cause more problems for us. I glanced down at the sigil tattooed forever on the skin of my right deltoid. 
 
      
 
      Grabbing the grey material with my right hand I fold it over my shoulder and stand.  
 
      
 
      “..I’ll stall while you and the trash can find a way to figure out where this signal is coming from..” She casually pressed herself against the wall as I moved by her, making my way to the recreation area. “..I want that auxiliary frame.” 
 
      
 
    “..That’s not much of a plan..” she said with that tone she always used. Especially when she didn’t actually have a feasible alternative, she just didn’t want to do it my way.  
 
      
 
      In my frustration, I call her out on it. 
 
      
 
      “..this is the part where you tell me you’ve got a better plan?” I passed the ration dispenser and felt my stomach cry out with small pains of hunger. I ignore the feeling. The workbench was my target. Fetching my leg holster, I begin securing it to my waist and left upper thigh. Unclasping my father’s old 9mm, I check the magazine. 
 
      
 
    “..yeah..” She said matter of factly. Again with that smug tone of overconfidence and layering of untold eons of experience. “..Twitch and I go in and get it while you stay on the ship..” 
 
      
 
      “..that’s not a plan Julia..” I groan with exhaustion. She was already snapping attitude. It was too early for this shit. Satisfied with my gun I return it to the holster. “..that is literally just the complete opposite of what I just said..” 
 
      
 
    She barely let me finish my thought. “..exactly! That’s why it’s a better plan.” 
 
      
 
      “..we’re not arguing about this..” I again have to play the ultimate Titan card. “..dad put me in charge. You don’t have to like it..” 
 
      
 
      I know she’s mimicking me out of annoyance behind my back, but I don’t care.  
 
      
 
      She was used to always getting her way.  
 
      
 
      Probably from being touted around the galaxy with those pushovers from the Parcel Exchange. But she somehow messed that up for herself and here we are… “..you just have to deal with it..” 
 
      
 
    Julia defiantly huffs before sitting down at one of the tables behind me.  
 
      
 
    Giving me the silent treatment. 
 
      
 
      “..look Julia, you and Twitch just stay in here and we’ll have The Nightshade run an encrypted lockout sequence on the access hatch.” She still isn’t engaging, so I obviously have to ready the plans without her.  
 
      
 
      “..Nightshade how much time before we reach the Lifespring vessel?” There wasn’t even time to pause. The ship was already tracking the arrival.  
 
      
 
    “..we will be fully docked in approximately 4 minutes..” Bursts of the orbital thrusters could just barely be felt as the ship slowly angles us into position.  
 
      
 
      “..we will need to ensure that when they get passed your encryption that they can’t board the interior of the cabin.” Grabbing a secondary magazine I stuff the ammunition into my jacket pocket. 
 
      
 
    “..We could disable the beacon to the cabin from the inside..” The Nightshade began calculating the time it would take to effectively sabotage the device. 
 
      
 
    An unfamiliar sound rattled against the smooth interior walls of the ship. A violent clattering, clumsy yet with purpose. Unnerving and somewhat satisfying, metal colliding with metal and crackling of glass reverberated with uncoordinated vigor. 
 
      
 
      I must have been undeniably preoccupied.. I didn’t see that troublesome Medical Drone hobble across the room and begin smashing the beacon with the hilt of my knife. 
 
      
 
    Smash. 
 
      
 
                          Smash. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Smash. 
 
              Smash. 
 
      
 
    Smash. 
 
      
 
      
 
               Smash. 
 
      
 
      
 
    `…Smash. 
 
      
 
      “..what the literal hell?!?” Rolling my eyes in absolute frustration, turning to face the drone I storm across the grated floor and snatch my weapon from its fingerlike nodules. “..I’ve been looking for that, you little shit!” 
 
      
 
    “..hey don’t yell at him..” Of course, as usual Julia defends the little terror. “..he was just trying to help!”  
 
      
 
    Julia waves the medical drone over to her. “..you did a good job, Twitch. You busted that thing up really good!” 
 
      
 
      And now she was reinforcing the negative and needlessly destructive behavior… perfect. 
 
      
 
      “..can we still seal this thing with the beacon damaged?” I asked The Nightshade as I feel the exterior thrusters fire. We were running out of time, the ship had already docked.  
 
      
 
      I recheck my gear a final time and toss my recently recovered combat knife onto the workbench just beside the hatch. 
 
      
 
    “..I may be able to falsely trigger a hull breach which should force the door shut..” Those harmonizing tones on variable frequencies were like music to my ears. “..that of course will pressurize the entire ship and increase the amount of..” 
 
      
 
      “..that sounds great!” No one cares, just get it done. I’m surrounded by over-talkative AI’s and a particularly destructive Medical Drone. “..alright Jewels, if they do start cutting through the doors then we will only have a few hours until they break through..” 
 
      
 
    “..I know what to do.. I just don’t understand why I can’t go with you..” Julia pulled Twitch up onto the bench next to her. 
 
      
 
      “..you have a universal warrant out for your detention or destruction Jewels..it’s apparently being broadcast from their ship.” I mean was she kidding me? “..this Seven character has a pretty brutal love / hate relationship with you as it is..” 
 
      
 
    She mumbled something under her breath I can only assume was, “..I can handle Seven..” or something of the like.  
 
      
 
      I blink and let out an exaggerated breathy sigh. 
 
      
 
      “..shutdown the broadcast, find the auxiliary frame and get the hell out of this godforsaken system..” Moving to the loading bay I flattened out my jacket in-front of me, before lifting it over my head and threading my arms through the sleeves. It felt cool to the touch, the fibers slightly stiff from cycles of laying undisturbed atop my bedspread. As an aside, I speak to myself. “..I’m just concerned how I’m going to get my hands on the single most precious thing in the entire universe this machine has..”  
 
      
 
    “..I already offered to do it for you..” I heard Julia call out towards me from the other room. “..so the way I see it.. not my problem..” 
 
      
 
      “..fix the beacon Julia.. and get the data..” I slam my hand against the control for the loading ramp.  
 
      
 
    As the hull parts and began to lower, the blaster door sealed itself shut. A soft alarm sounding in my implant, signaling the false breach had been initialized. 
 
      
 
      Whether I like it or not.. there isn’t any going back from here.  
 
      
 
      A familiar laborious thud broke the uneven silence as the loading ramp made contact with the docking bay floor. 
 
      
 
      Only one suitable direction to go. 
 
      
 
    Forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      So forward is exactly where my feet take me. 
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 .Reception. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Docking rings on the larger ships always remind me of Uncle Mac’s workshop back on Meridian. There was just something magical about all of the gadgets, tools and broken down projects he had sworn where supposed to have extra parts.  
 
      
 
      Arriving on one of these monstrous vessels always sends me into a fit of disorientation. I need to get my groundings.. adjust to the variable differential between the artificial gravity generator on the Nightshade with that of the much larger Lifespring.  
 
      
 
      I couldn’t help but mumble about Julia’s attitude as my boots touch the grated metal of the fully extended hatch. But I have to admit, a part of me understood her curiosity of all things Earth-related. 
 
      
 
      Hell, the closest I personally have ever gotten to the planet’s surface is our current position on the dark side of their artificial moon. Their peoples’ ever changing culture and particularly mysterious origin stories always fascinated us growing up.  
 
      
 
      Since they’re not really made to live much longer than a handful of decades, the highest ranked of these Earthlings are gifted with use of submersion pods to extend their lifespans.    
 
      
 
      We call them Dependants for a variety of reasons, but really they’re more like pets. Seven and his machines are fascinated by these poor, weaker descendants of humanity and have taken to adopting them as wards.. or more akin to domesticated animals. 
 
      
 
      We Vanguard have had the unfortunate pleasure of meeting several of them. The few deemed worthy enough to be toted around the universe by the technologists were always so very.. pompous. 
 
      
 
      Stepping down the ramp, I resituate my jacket. Hoping for a moment to catch my balance in peace.. no such luck. 
 
      
 
      Sure enough, standing several meters from my ship with his hands on his hips.. Weathers.  
 
      
 
      One of those cocky, obnoxious Earth dweller who spends 4 months out of the Earth calendar cycle..sorry, year… parading around the Technologist Faction ships as one of their errand boys.  
 
      
 
      Perfect.  
 
      
 
      Even with his pathetic existence taken into account, this guy is by far one of my least favorite people. Which for me... that’s saying a lot. 
 
      
 
      Hopefully he’ll forget we’ve ever met and leave me alone. 
 
      
 
      “..Weathers..” I greet him in a somewhat disingenuous tone. Why couldn’t I have just ran into someone else? 
 
      
 
    “..Workman..” He said as if it was supposed to mean something to me. 
 
      
 
      Shrugging, I made a face of confusion.  
 
      
 
    “..do I know you from somewhere?” Weathers squints as he tries to picture my face. The furrowing of his forehead only accentuating his elongated skull and cracking skin. 
 
      
 
      Truthfully, I don’t blame him for not remembering having met me. The last time he and several of his little security detail were out near Meridian, I was just a child. That was a particularly long time ago for Earth standards and our wayward cousins are somewhat known for their fragile minds, weak immune systems and unreliable memory.  
 
      
 
      Plus.. I’d like to think my features are a bit more refined with age. 
 
      
 
    A hissing of hydraulics and soft creaking of metal cries out from the loading ramp as it began to lift back into place. The abrupt sound causing everyone in the vicinity to stare at my ship. 
 
      
 
    “..Hey! No..” He points at the ship and two of his lackeys bolt towards The Nightshade as quickly as they can. “..I want on that ship!” 
 
      
 
      Turning, I watch the two idiots making a b-line for the ramp.  
 
      
 
      My eyes go wide.  
 
      
 
    Instead of giving up.. they actually jump. Clinging onto the very lip of the already much too far retracted hunk of metal, one of the men falls backwards. The other unfortunate bastard actually managed to claw his way up the near completely closed hatch.  
 
      
 
      “..ummm...” Even though I know exactly what was about to happen, something dark and twisted inside of me.. a voice perhaps.. told me not to look away.  
 
      
 
    The poor sap was pretty close to losing his grip but some last ditch effort to prove himself gave him a second wind. Pushing his feet up against the outer hull he manages to get the entirety of his right arm into the ship.  
 
      
 
    Shattering of bone and ripping of muscles didn’t even register to the guy. His arm was quickly and effortlessly snapped in half by the mechanical arms controlling the lift. He fell to the ground writhing in shock, trying to grip and cradle a limb that just wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
    Blood. 
 
      
 
     Literally.  
 
      
 
    Everywhere. 
 
      
 
      Grimacing I turn back around to face Weathers. He too, sharing a similar facial expression..except his also holds the undertone of embarrassment. And he should’ve.. it was pretty embarrassing. 
 
      
 
      Hell, I was embarrassed for even witnessing that kind of ridiculousness. I mean, we’re talking some next level, epic kind of stupid shit.. 
 
      
 
    “..Someone get over there and help him to the infirmary..” Weathers barked at whomever was listening. “..and wrap that shit up! He’s bleeding all over my ship.” Sure enough, like something out of a horror story.. three more of his bumbling footsoldiers seemed to materialize out of thin air.  
 
      
 
      I would have been more impressed.. but I was a little bit distracted on account of all that blood...and severed arm now somewhere inside my ship.. I mean there was that.. 
 
      
 
      “..I hear that’s a pretty good way to lose an arm...” Casually, I raise my brow in feigned speculation and surprise. The sarcasm thick in my tone as I point out the obvious. “..I think I must have read that somewhere..” 
 
      
 
    Weathers stammered a moment before grinding his teeth. “..just…Just give me one reason Drudge!” Raising his voice slightly to accentuate his aggravated state.   
 
      
 
      Well that didn’t take long.  
 
      
 
      I was wondering how long it would take before I heard that loving remark.  
 
      
 
      Drudge.  
 
      
 
      Yeah, it’s exactly the direct definition of what you might think. 
 
      
 
      We Vanguard made a pretty widespread name for ourselves in doing the dirtiest of the dirty work. It seemed only fitting that the other Factions come up with a derogatory term of endearment for us.  
 
      
 
      It’s just too bad it wasn’t a more clever example of our exploits. 
 
      
 
      And as if I hadn’t suffered enough of an insult, Weathers thought it a smart idea to further antagonize me. 
 
      
 
    “..I will gladly walk your happy little ass out the nearest airlock..” This guy. Honestly, I don’t know what’s more sad, his unhealthy attachment to the Technologists or his faith in what little protection his position actually provides. 
 
      
 
      As a Titan, I could end his miserable little life for him even looking at me in an aggressive manner and been completely within my rights.  
 
      
 
      Raising my hands to the center of my chest I feign hurt feelings by his words. “..Weathers.. please..” I pause a moment before my tone flattens. “..please...DO... if it means I don’t have to witness any more of these pitiful displays as you play soldier with your little friends..” 
 
      
 
    He lowers his hands from his waist.  
 
      
 
      “..As much as I would enjoy reminiscing with you Weathers, I came to speak to your boss..” In truth, I rather much enjoy watching him squirm.  
 
      
 
      His self righteousness irks me in the most indescribable ways possible. I go in for the kill.. figuratively speaking. “..but don’t worry, The Vanguard have enough of your sorry excuse for genetics to experiment on.. trading for your worthless life isn’t on the agenda.” 
 
      
 
      There it was… 
 
      
 
      …I had hit a nerve.  
 
      
 
    His stern features creasing even further into a hardened sense of defeat. Digging into his pride and reminding him how utterly insignificant his machine masters truly viewed his existence. 
 
      
 
      Oh that was the one! 
 
      
 
    He closes his eyes a moment, I could see the rage building inside of him.  
 
      
 
      Do it! Make this easy for me.  
 
      
 
      I haven’t killed anyone in awhile. 
 
      
 
      Come on!! I hear Earth born have really weak muscles and light bone density. Let’s see just how tough you really are, puppet. Make the first move. 
 
      
 
      …You won’t. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head and whispering beneath his breath.. “..it’s not worth it..” As if saying those words would somehow change the fact that he didn’t have the guts or equipment needed to fight me in the first place.  
 
      
 
      Coward. 
 
      
 
    Not more than a moment later and he had spun on the heels of his feet. Without another word he begins walking towards the nearest corridor. Waving his hand toward several guards patrolling the docking area to signify our intent to move further into the ship. 
 
      
 
      Allowing some distance between the two of us, I wait until he was a good several paces ahead before following.  
 
      
 
      Rhythmic tapping against the solid floor seems to envelop me as we walk across the bay. Letting my attention wander, my eyes were drawn above us.  
 
      
 
    There was a large section of the biosphere exposed for viewing. An immense ocean of chemicals now rendered as harmless as water hung suspended just overhead. The only thing separating it from the entire docking ring was a relatively thin casing of some ancient transparent synthetic material developed by the former Technologists.  
 
      
 
    A weapon turned science experiment, long ago left between the annals of purpose and intent, a dream almost realized.. now an ornament of the ship’s once prestigious stature.  
 
      
 
      Like so much forgotten architecture from past civilizations on the planet’s surface below, this ship signifies a working model of shadows from the time before the Great Pulse.  
 
      
 
      Odd how something so powerful can be reduced to a hollow shell of its former glory. 
 
      
 
      I suppose it is due in part and whole that my father disarmed every Lifespring vessel before allowing Seven and his machines to fully operate autonomously. But still. Something about witnessing something made docile from once having been the most destructive force in existence just seemed.. wrong. 
 
      
 
      My eyes held on to the giant orb until it was no longer in sight.  
 
      
 
      The corridor seems to wrap about me as I enter through the blaster door, a subtle breeze of recycled air filtering up through the grates. 
 
      
 
      At least there was some form of comforts in this backwater system! Nothing beats high quality, purified and systematically regulated air conditioning. 
 
      
 
      Breathing in, I notice the subtle hint of hibernation fluid drifting off of someone in the immediate area. The scent travelling to my senses as I walk forward. It doesn’t seem to be dissipating.  
 
      
 
    Weathers. 
 
      
 
      I was picking up on residual cryofluid coming from his person. 
 
      
 
      I allow my eyes to trace about the outline of his figure.  
 
      
 
      He really hadn’t aged well.  
 
      
 
      That probably has something to do with the Earth genetics being incompatible with submersion fluid. Extended use would and will eventually cause death. Intermediately, while temporarily halting cellular decay.. their skin cracks, taking on the appearance of scales, almost reptilian.  
 
      
 
      Their skulls would also elongate in the most peculiar of shapes.   
 
      
 
    Weathers was no exception.  
 
      
 
    The long sleeves and pressed slacks he wore, combined with his ornate cap served to conceal his self inflicted deformities. He had outlived several generations of his kind, and only had to give up everything that made him human.  
 
      
 
      Not like it really mattered anyways. 
 
      
 
      These people were doomed a long time before the Technologists showed up and enslaved them. Or before my father traded them into infinite servitude.. I’m a little fuzzy on the chronological order of things when it comes down to the particulars. 
 
      
 
      What I do know is that Mac and my father had been trying to figure out a way to repair their damaged DNA long before I was born. As if giving the population of the former prison world a chance at rejoining their human brethren in the expanse of space was a penance for abandoning them so long ago.  
 
      
 
      No. I’m not so naïve to think their motives aren’t without an ulterior goal. 
 
      
 
      I always suspected that they were using the mutated genes as a catalyst to counteract the poisoning from the Operatives’ own extended use of the pods.  
 
      
 
      Honestly, that just seems more likely. Albeit more selfish, my father would only expel those kinds of resources on a cure for his people or at the very least a treatment.. for mother.  
 
      
 
    Thayden of The Vanguard is predictable in that way. 
 
      
 
      My musings come to an eventual head as I notice we begin to slow our pace. We enter one of the many atriums located at the center of a corridor node. Six different passageways all intersecting at one point. A ship this size would have dozens of them.  
 
      
 
      They had lead me to the very first one.. closest point to the docking ring.. making it painfully obvious they weren’t actually feeling hospitable. This location was chosen strategically. Easily monitored, away from essential staff or primary systems.  
 
      
 
      Cute. 
 
      
 
    “..Workman..” Weathers said once more, as he brings me to an open room. Two of his elite security standing at attention on either side of the entrance.  
 
      
 
      “..hm?” I let a slightly interested breath escape me. He seems to be expecting me to have some sort of reaction. 
 
      
 
    “..you keep calling me Weathers..” He said with the very clear undertone of annoyance. “..the name is Workman..” 
 
      
 
      “..Ah..” Nodding my head with an exaggerated tilt, I feign a sweet little smile as I pass him. “..I don’t give a shit..”  
 
      
 
    He rolled his eyes and shook his head. Trying to contain himself and hold on to whatever dignity that he thought he still might have..  
 
      
 
      I simply walk into the afforded room and leave him to simmer in his own unimportance. 
 
      
 
      Recognizing the shape of the room it was obviously an old reception area, a converted space now used for conferences or what is probably more akin to tragically orchestrated interrogations.  
 
      
 
      Three soft chairs of a synthetic fiber and strange design, most likely from Earth, were setup around a short elongated table. Either one of them were going to no doubt give me a slight herniated disk, so I end up taking the seat furthest from the entrance of the room.  
 
      
 
      Training was never easy to ignore.  
 
      
 
      Positioning myself so I might maintain a clear visual of the entire interaction.  
 
      
 
      Falling backwards I feel myself sink deeply into the cushion. It was strange, lounging there a pillow cradling my backside. Where were all of the real furniture, the ergonomic premolded metal magnetic chairs used most commonly in the rest of the universe? There is absolutely no way these fluffy things could compete with the lifts’ boost to productivity, focus and correcting posture. 
 
      
 
    Nearly startling me, Mother greets me over the room’s internal com and politely welcomes me aboard. “..hello captain of the Nightshade..” Something seems so familiar about her, likely it was just that she and every iteration of Twitch were so polite.  
 
      
 
      Polite was pretty hard to come by nowadays.  
 
      
 
      “..hello Mother..” It feels super uncomfortable before and after I say her name. But I figure that I need to show her the same respect.  
 
      
 
    “..I have prepared food and beverage for you captain of the Nightshade..” Mother again using the full distinction of my implant. It occurs to me that she very likely and most probably has never encountered an implant that didn’t include both rank and name. 
 
      
 
      She was prying… 
 
      
 
    … Politely.  
 
      
 
      Clever machine. 
 
      
 
      “..I appreciate your hospitality..Mother..” I accentuate her name, almost as if I wanted to antagonize her. But then it dawns on me that perhaps she wasn’t meaning to pry as she was just inexplicably curious. “..I’m recently out of cryosleep, the submersion fluid has yet to be completely absorbed into my system.” 
 
      
 
      I lie. 
 
      
 
    “..I see..” She pauses. I can’t tell if this was because she was thinking or if it was just a preprogrammed action. “..please enjoy your stay.. captain of the Nightshade..” Her voice fades from the comsystem and for some reason I feel sorry for her. 
 
      
 
      As father tells it, the AI known as Mother had all but been cutoff from the datacenters countless millennia ago when a hardware malfunction destroyed her ability to sync. Without that ability, Mother’s only means of communication with the outside world was her communications array.. 
 
      
 
      Radio signals and subspace communications were nothing compared to navigating trillions upon trillions of data packages in an instant.  
 
      
 
      I take a short moment to reflect on how it feels to be sitting in an enclosed room.. with people just outside but not within reach.. How would a machine translate this interaction? 
 
      
 
    Ironic, the one thing that alienated her from the universe was the only thing to save her. Without the AI’s ability to sync, the pulse that wiped out everything simply moved to the next connected device in the network. 
 
      
 
      Seems undeniably lonely. 
 
      
 
      Should I have accepted her offer even though it was socially inappropriate for a Titan to accept such pleasantries? I’m so hungry.  
 
      
 
      Ugh. I’m always hungry.. 
 
      
 
      No… 
 
      
 
      It was likely only purified water and processed mold flavored with fruit extract.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I have better mold back on the ship. 
 
   
  
 



.Allegory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seven burst into the room with a loud and flamboyant entrance. Outrage in his voice and an aggressiveness to his actions. “..I’m getting tired of your overlord sending you people here unannounced!”  
 
      
 
      Mother must have informed him that I was here.  
 
      
 
      Without skipping a beat, I respond. “..that overlord is afforded certain privileges for maintaining order in an otherwise lawless..” 
 
      
 
    “..spare me your regurgitated brainwashing little girl..” Seven began pacing back and forth within the confines of the cramped space. “..I don’t know where she is and if I did I would gladly help you..” 
 
      
 
      Tilting my head, I peer up at the machine as he fidgets. No doubt hiding something, but he didn’t appear in control either. Maybe I can use that uncertainty to my advantage. “..I’m sorry what?!”  
 
      
 
    “..just a few moments before you arrived we received a particularly alarming transmission calling for the head of the Precusor..” Seven says matter of factly, his attention honing in on my facial expressions. “..as protocol dictates, we rebroadcasted the message. That’s why you’re here right? To ensure I followed directions..” 
 
      
 
      Yeah. This just got more complicated. 
 
      
 
      Opening my mouth to respond, I hesitate.  
 
      
 
    “..Are you not here to question me?!..” He slows himself to a fixed position. “..You can’t possibly be here to test my loyalty..”  
 
      
 
      Oh, this could get out of hand if I don’t fix things. 
 
      
 
    “..there’s an entire universe of people out there looking for the little drone..” This seat was bothering me already, I shift my weight but it is still undeniably uncomfortable. “..I seriously doubt you’d be crazy enough to try and stash her on your ship..”  
 
      
 
    Seven just sort of stares at me, half expecting me to continue. “...then don’t take this personal captain of the Nightshade..” He too was upset, and he probably was justified in his distraught disposition.. after all he has no idea who I am. It was in his tone more than anything else.. “..why exactly are you here?” 
 
      
 
      “..Sometime soon.. I’m going to need a favor, possibly two..” Resituating in the seat only makes me sink further. I play it off. “..I’m here looking to make a trade..”  
 
      
 
      I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but I had hoped it would be fairly seamless.  
 
      
 
      And as things usually go for me… No. Such. Luck. 
 
      
 
    Seven scoffs at the idea that I would have anything that he even considers of actual worth and turns walking towards the door. “..Guards..!” Yelling for his guards to escort me back to my ship. As he mumbles to himself about wasted time. 
 
      
 
      “..Call me an opportunist.. but I’ve got information..” Casually, I prop my feet up on the table and cross my legs at the ankles, resting my hands neatly on top of my lap. “..I will give you the events leading up to Meridian’s Divide..”  
 
      
 
    Seven stops in his tracks but keeps his back turned towards me. It’s delightfully entertaining, watching the machine try his best to appear disinterested.  
 
      
 
      Oh, I definitely have him on the hook.  
 
      
 
    “..I’m listening...” is all that he said waiting for me to continue. His is voice static but eyes are dancing wildly with the prospect of finally learning the truth behind the Operatives’ return.  
 
      
 
      “..also, while they won’t be official reports..” I paused for effect. “..I can even give you the Subjective Measures that followed. Particularly involving you and that small trip to Solistus..” 
 
      
 
    Seven was quiet for a moment, either gauging the value of this investment or questioning its validity. “How do I know you even possess that kind of knowledge?”  
 
      
 
      Firstly, no one outside of that little fieldtrip was aware that Seven actually summoned the Lifespring vessel to Solistus that day. To save his own ass. At the very least, he already knows that for me to have this knowledge, it came from one of them.  
 
      
 
      Secondly, he already knows I wasn’t a normal officer of the Vanguard, he just wants me to prove it. Rolling my eyes in the face of his predictability, I unfold my jacket from my right shoulder and exposed the tattoo.  
 
      
 
      Upon appointment of position, Titans are branded with a NexTech thermoelectric filament infused ink. When the external environment matches your body temperature or raises above it, the brand effectively becomes invisible to the naked eye.  
 
      
 
    It has a tendency to reflect light in most settings. Very, very distracting and impossible to fabricate.  
 
      
 
      Hence the jacket.  
 
      
 
    “..hm..” Seven pauses as if thinking it over. The two guards stationed outside of the door came rushing in and Seven quickly waved them out of the room in frustration. 
 
      
 
      I almost feel sympathy for the bumbling idiots.. I mean, it must be hell dealing with a boss so reactive. 
 
      
 
      Then again, I did say almost.. 
 
      
 
    “..I’ll entertain you for a while..” Slowly he turns around and makes his way to the assortment of chairs, sitting down opposite of my position. “..or at least until my men break into your ship and find whatever it is you’re hiding..” 
 
      
 
      “..maybe I just don’t trust your men to keep their hands off my shit..” I wiggle my right boot towards his face. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, he shoves my feet off of the table and onto the floor. “I’ll need you to explain everything in detail.. but keep to the specifics.. I only want things I can’t look up in the Archives myself...”  
 
      
 
      I roll my eyes and sit up straighter in the chair. Now that my feet weren’t allowed on the makeshift footrest, it isn’t fun anymore.  
 
      
 
    Seven settles into his chair and begins sliding his fingers across his tablet. My eyes went wide seeing the data pad. This wasn’t going to be easy. He wasn’t even within arm’s length. 
 
      
 
      Naturally, I start out with my father’s recollection of being woken up for the first time in ages, right before meeting Harding. I had only heard him tell this story twice before. So I did a little embellishing. It doesn’t hurt that dear old dad was considered the biggest badass in the universe. Can’t blame a girl for adding a few things. 
 
      
 
    Seven interrupted me almost every few installments. Especially when I tried explaining the flashbacks that dad experienced before accepting Julia’s Operator Implant. 
 
      
 
      Most of the Originals’ training exercises were stored on secure servers back on Delthi. We managed to salvage a few but are very protective of the particulars.  
 
      
 
    Seven stopped asking when I continued to dodge his direct questions. He did a terrible job of hiding his interest. 
 
      
 
      Things started to get more complicated when Seven asked me how the NavShip reentered normal space. He knew that the ship itself ran out of power when it was hit by Earth’s Defense Network. What he didn’t know is that Mac figured it out.  
 
      
 
      Albeit, theoretical.. We weren’t stupid enough to try recreating the exacts for posterity sake. 
 
      
 
      Caught in between normal space and Drift, the NavShip slowly drained its antimatter engine. A process that would literally take thousands of cycles. Once the engine ran out of juice, the ship was ejected from Drift and materialized just at the edge of the Net. 
 
      
 
      I try to hint towards Ezra to see if Seven would take the bait and share something about her whereabouts. The guy just continued to document everything to come out of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, most of the information I shared didn’t phase him. In fact he had absolutely no problem with the account from his hand in the Solistus confrontation until it boiled down to Julia, Twitch and taking over the universe.  
 
      
 
    At that point he just continually started interrupting me. 
 
      
 
      Something tells me that I probably said too much. But I could tell he was getting worked up.  
 
      
 
      It was amusing at least. 
 
      
 
    “...wait, wait..wait.." Seven stops transcribing and waves his hands in the air frantically. It was obvious that he was having a difficult time processing everything. 
 
      
 
      "..this is the direct account of how it happened.." I reiterate to the stubborn machine for the umpteenth time. To be honest, I was getting pretty heated that he kept interrupting me to make observations. The guy just seems to love to hear himself talk. 
 
      
 
      For some reason.. I don't really think I like this guy that much.. 
 
      
 
    "..Thayden knew that Julia purposely wired up Twitch to take over the entire universe and just accepted it?!" Seven shook his head in disbelief. Slouching his shoulders to physically match his disagreement with that actuality. "..no way.. the guy is a psychopath.. and a control freak.. he'd never just let someone else control a decision that monumental!!" 
 
      
 
       "..You ever think that maybe he figured it was inevitable..?” This guy was starting to piss me off. I was pretty sure I was grinding my teeth to a pulp. "..If you’re so convinced I've got this whole thing wrong, why don’t you just ask him yourself?”  
 
      
 
      I paused.  
 
      
 
      I knew just as well as he did that father wouldn’t answer Seven’s questions. That’s not how their relationship works. “..I didn’t think so..” 
 
      
 
      It was no wonder father made it a personal mission to make this machine's existence hell.. 
 
      
 
    "..if I am lead to accept that as true.." Seven pauses a moment. "..then it only makes sense that the tyrannical Thayden of the Vanguard is calling for Julia's immediate destruction.." 
 
      
 
      
 
      I definitely know now for sure..  
 
      
 
      I really don't like this guy.. 
 
      
 
      "..Listen bolts for brains.." Okay, I admit it.. I was angry. I started saying crazy unintelligible shit again. I didn't care, this guy was literally and figuratively asking for me to give him a piece of my mind. "..honor your end of the deal. 2 accounts for 2 favors. You let me worry about what happens to Julia.." 
 
      
 
    ".. you must be joking.." Seven made a face. His smug features smudging into a deliberate look of defiance. 
 
      
 
      I need to gain control of the situation, but more importantly I need to get my hands on that datapad. It was, after all, the main reason for this little trip down memory lane.  
 
      
 
      To make sure this wasn’t an absolute waste of 8 hours of my life, I checked my emotions. Taking a deep breath, I came up with a pretty stupid plan. 
 
      
 
      "..have you been paraphrasing?" I reach forward and grab the tablet, skimming over the entry. I had to work fast, he wasn’t going to let me keep the damn thing.  
 
      
 
      I raise the device in the air blocking his view of the screen and initialized the sync function.  
 
      
 
      Scrunching my face in an exaggerated fit of confusion I made it appear as though, something kept jumping out at me. "..You've got to make sure you spell Rachel's name right! What is this? You've got weird spelling issues all over the place!" 
 
      
 
    "..I'll have you know English and Colonial Basic are completely incompatible languages..!!" Seven huffed with irritation. I had definitely hit a nerve with the perfectionist in him.  
 
      
 
    He steps towards me and yanks the device from my hands. I hope Julia had enough time to get what we needed. "..These are just as close to the phonetic representations I can muster.. not like it’s going to matter anyways." 
 
      
 
      "..how about you tell me how you really feel and I start breaking things?..” Yep, I probably shouldn’t have asked. I should have just played it cool.. said thanks for the chitchat and called it a day.  
 
      
 
      But call me a glutton for punishment.  
 
      
 
      I always was a sucker for the maniacal ramblings of a disgruntled employee… turned possible villain.  
 
      
 
      Plus, I kind of wanted a reason to kick this guy’s ass. 
 
      
 
    “..Oh, I think I’m good..” Seven says smugly, his tone and his demeanor were just begging to have the shit kicked out of him. I could tell he was planning something, his hand slid over the datapad milliseconds before he spoke again. “..we’re finally through the lockout you had placed on your ship.. we’ll be taking the Precursor and seeing she’s turned over to your Sovereign.” 
 
      
 
      Seven’s head of security, that self obsessed man child, Weathers bursts into the room. Three more of his team bumbled though the blaster door with their weapons raised. 
 
      
 
      “..Julia’s not on my ship you morons..” I just shook my head in their ignorance. “..She’s been on your bridge for the better part of the last few hours..” There was some kind of pleasure, a sheer delight in watching them second guess themselves. That moment where they look at each other as if one of them had the answer of some unspoken question. 
 
      
 
      “..Get to the bridge! What are you fools waiting around here for?!” Seven demanded immediate action. “..there’s no telling what she’s done to Mother!” Weathers and his men, while still very confused, corralled out of the room in a scurry. Seven shakes his head in disappointment. “..I should have known you were just one of her little distractions.. a pawn..” 
 
      
 
      Macgregor was right.. this guy revered Julia.. his fear only outweighed by his admiration.. 
 
      
 
      “..Listen, unless you really plan on trying to detain me..” I say with a confidence only afforded to an officer of the Vanguards. “..I’d just be on my way..” This guy is a real piece of work, but he wasn’t completely insane.  
 
      
 
      It’s one thing to parade his people around with their weapons drawn as a display of strength.. it was an act of war to point them at one of us.  
 
      
 
      Plus, people just ended up dying. 
 
      
 
      Seven didn’t even respond, he just stares at me with this blank, unimpressed look on his face. It was obvious he wanted me gone just as much as I did. 
 
      
 
      I bow, in a feigned display of respect and formality. Couldn’t help enjoy as he bows in return, these machines were pretty basic. 
 
      
 
    Stepping outside into the corridor, those same two henchmen still stood guard.  
 
      
 
      I casually place my left hand over my ear initializing my comlink. “Julia! They’re headed to the bridge, you’ve gotta hurry and finish overriding Mother’s operating system before they get to you! I’ve been made. I’m sorry but you’re on your own!” 
 
      
 
    Seven screams some unintelligible words, likely English and began barking orders at anyone who would listen. Those two security chumps running off towards the bridge to assist in Julia’s apprehension. 
 
      
 
      These Lifespring vessels were so unnecessarily big.  
 
      
 
      I mean, who needs this many hallways inside of a ship equipped with a weapon that can wipe out entire planets?  
 
      
 
      Ugh.  
 
      
 
      I take my time as I walk back to The Nightshade. I try to ignore the hustle and bustle of people and machines.. all of which were on high alert looking for the dangerous fugitive. 
 
      
 
      Sometimes people can just be so exhausting. 
 
      
 
      As I enter the docking ring, I can’t help but smile. Those beautiful silver fins arching around that old trusty NavShip, it wasn’t much.. but it was mine.  
 
      
 
      They had gotten through my lockout and left the ramp fully extended. I shake my head in disapproval and step up the slight incline. Pressing my right hand to the beacon, the hydraulics hiss, retracting the ramp into the hull. 
 
      
 
      The cramped bay feels even more claustrophobic due to the blaster door to the recreation area being sealed shut. I make a fist and knock four times on the bulkhead.  
 
      
 
      Waiting.  
 
      
 
      A few short seconds later, the door withdraws and I step inside. 
 
      
 
    Julia and Twitch were sitting adjacent to one another at the table in the middle of the room.  
 
      
 
    The tip of Julia’s tongue poking through pursed lips as she appeared deep in thought. She slides a card onto the tabletop, next to a stack with like characters etched on their faces. Without looking up from her opponent she acknowledges me. “..Liren..” 
 
      
 
      “..hey Jewels..” I thread my arms from my jacket and tossed it onto the bench beside her. Twitch watches me move past, eyeing me with those creepy lenslike eyes. “..Squirt..” Nodding to the machine. 
 
      
 
    Twitch was haphazardly holding several cards in its thin fingerlike nodules. Without actually understanding the concept of the game, he places down his entire hand.  
 
      
 
    “..No Twitch! That’s not how you play!” Julia protests before pouting. 
 
      
 
      “..did you get what we needed?” Yawning as I make my way to the ration dispenser.  
 
      
 
    A tiny perfect cube falls to the tray when activated. 
 
      
 
       Absentmindedly, I raise it to my mouth and begin chewing on the fruity foodstuff. 
 
      
 
    “..oh, I got that like six hours ago..” Julia says matter of factly. “..we’ve been sitting here waiting for you to get back ever since.. we’ve been pretty bored..”  
 
      
 
    She begins picking up the cards to reshuffle them. “..I vote we get to come with you next time..” 
 
      
 
      “..a fieldtrip, huh?..” Of course.. I spent the last eight hours of my life telling a story that I easily could have summed up in about 45 minutes.  
 
      
 
      Yep.  I need a nap.  
 
      
 
      I turn and make my way through the crew quarters. Stepping onto the flight deck, I sit down and prop my feet up. “..perfect..” 
 
      
 
    “..welcome back friend!” The ship’s voice greeted me as I settled in. The synthesizer humming in its usual pleasant and optimistic sequence. 
 
      
 
      “..lets get the hell out of here..” It had already been a shitty day. 
 
      
 
    “..The broadcast has been successfully shutdown, Captain..” The Nightshade reports, it’s synthesized voice celebrating over the internal coms. “..our mission was a complete success!..” 
 
      
 
    “..we also might have tampered with their ability to use long range communications..” Julia interjects as she begins walking towards me. “..or all communications.. you know how these things just sort of happen..” 
 
      
 
      This girl loves to mess with people. We totally have that in common. 
 
      
 
      “..sounds a bit mean..” A thick undertone of sarcasm as I tear a bite sized chunk of the ration and pop it into my mouth. Chewing the processed mold with reckless abandon, I speak in between the gnashing of my teeth. “..but I’m definitely okay with it..” 
 
      
 
      This entire crew of misfit machines are reading my mind… I couldn’t have sabotaged that pompous piece of shit better if I had done it myself.  
 
      
 
      Yeah, my team is pretty clever. 
 
      
 
    Except Twitch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      He’s still just creepy. 
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 .Veil. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Preflight checks enabled and completed. There was something about being back on the bridge of my own ship that feels powerful. I could be here one moment and then gone the next.  
 
      
 
      Thinking on the events of the past few hours, I ate the remaining bites of the food cube. Julia wanders onto the deck and stands quietly at the entrance, waiting for me to acknowledge her. 
 
      
 
      She always does this kind of shit when she’s trying to be dramatic… 
 
      
 
      Leaning back in the chair, I tilt my head back to stare directly at her. Like clockwork, her face seems grave and sincerely concerned. Clearing my throat, I straighten my posture and spin around to face her upright. My feet settling back onto the deck floor, I play along. “..what is it?” 
 
      
 
    Those tiny blue eyes averted to look towards the navigation terminal. There was a seriousness to her I haven’t seen in ages. “..Twitch and I analyzed the data from the Lifespring’s surveillance system..” She didn’t continue. It appears I was going to have to pry it out of her. 
 
      
 
      It’s always so confusing when she doesn’t refer to the ship by its name. But, to a machine every iteration of its own programming is still, in essence, just a single entity. 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels...” I lowered my voice to indicate that I understand the weight of what she was carrying. This time however feels different. Her reluctance to share is making me anxious. 
 
      
 
    Julia digs the tip of her left boot into one of the notches of the grate beneath her. A nervous reaction. “..we ran it multiple times for sake of clarity..” 
 
      
 
      Machines don’t get nervous. 
 
      
 
      Her tone was freaking me out. Unable to react any other way I scrunch up my shoulders and wave to her with both hands to spit it out. 
 
      
 
    “..Seven took the auxiliary frame from the Apex.” I could tell that even in her certainty she was still in denial. “..after bringing it back to the Lifespring he immediately handed it over..” 
 
      
 
       “..okay..” A selfish sense of relief floods over my entire being. If Seven didn’t have the unit then we could just go track down whoever has it. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I think Julia purposely messes with me. As if she gets some kind of twisted pleasure in torturing my human emotions. She pauses before dropping a bomb in my lap. “..to Thayden..” 
 
      
 
      My heart sank. 
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes I just sort of went numb.  
 
      
 
      As a Titan, we were entrusted with every strategic move in the cosmos. Collectively, we served as advisors and tacticians for the Sovereign High Council.  
 
      
 
      Council felt as if they know all there is to know about my father’s rouse of his immortality, the of holographic technology to broadcast his image to our troops and other faction leaders. They still don’t  know that Mac, Jescha and my mother switch off posing as ruler. 
 
      
 
      Even with my constant and mysterious summons to the capital every few hundred cycles, they also never knew I was more than just a well trained soldier the royal couple took a liking to.. I am their flesh and blood.  
 
      
 
      Let’s be honest, the entire Council is a bunch of chumps. But that’s not the point of my heart’s discontent.  
 
      
 
      Even though I was apparently gifted with an unparalleled trust, this was the first time I had heard of my father making even a single trip back to Earth.  
 
      
 
      My tone was cold, my thoughts colder still. “..when?” 
 
      
 
    Julia knew how I would respond to this kind of thing. That’s why she waited to tell me when I was sitting down. “..the data stream places him on the Lifespring vessel every time he was active. Once every 200 cycles since we reclaimed the colonies.” 
 
      
 
      That’s impossible.  
 
      
 
      Unbelievable.  
 
      
 
      I can’t even begin to comprehend what she just said to me. “..that’s almost 20 times..!!” 
 
      
 
      No. He couldn’t possibly keep something like this a secret.  
 
      
 
      Unless.. 
 
      
 
    Mother was woken up at the same time.  
 
      
 
      And covered for his absence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      The silence rang within my ears, a deafening roar overtaking my senses. Could they really have pulled something like that off without anyone knowing? 
 
      
 
    Of course they could. 
 
      
 
      I am literally and figuratively living proof. 
 
      
 
      It’s almost terrifying.  
 
      
 
    The resourcefulness of those two. 
 
      
 
    “..he’s been coming to check up on the evolutionary progress of Amenthes..” The ship interjected. The sound of The Nightshade warming its voice synthesizers caused me to break from my rage. “..we’ve checked and rechecked the time as well as analyzed the sound files..”
 
 
    “..each time he, Seven and Mother discuss the state of things for Earth and it’s inhabitants..” Julia purses her lips together. “..he authorized a force cataclysmic event close to 400 cycles before your birth..” 
 
      
 
      “..a mass extinction?” I shook my head in defiance. “..there’s no way he’d do something like that..” 
 
      
 
    “..Liren..” Julia cleared the distance between us, gently touching my cheek. “..scans from Mother’s database shows that they were eradicating themselves. Using fission weapons. If they were allowed to continue they would have made the planet completely uninhabitable… along with killing off everyone in the process..” 
 
      
 
      “..you’re making excuses for him!?!” I pull away from her. 
 
      
 
    “..sacrifice a great many to save exponentially more..” The Nightshade calculated. “..triggering a cataclysmic event before the radiation reached lethality would have been the only way to ensure the survival of even a fraction of the planet’s population.” 
 
      
 
      “..No..” There wasn’t anything that either of the machines could say to convince me that death on that scale could be justified. 
 
      
 
    “..Liren..” I heard Julia soften her words. “..he tried to have Seven and his Technologists intervene. Sabotaging their technology, slowing down their expansion efforts, he tried...” 
 
      
 
      “..Where is the frame now?” I couldn’t listen to the rationalization of slaughtering an entire planet.. even if it was in efforts to save it from itself. 
 
      
 
      The Operatives taught us all of their upbringing. Seeing threats even in their own brothers and sisters in arms. Vanguard are evolved soldiers, protectorates of life in the universe.  
 
      
 
    We are one people.  
 
      
 
      Life above all.  
 
      
 
      And our leader, my father.. a hypocrite.  
 
      
 
      My beloved mother.. an accomplice. 
 
      
 
    “..we don’t have an exact position of the frame..” The Nightshade explained. “..On the specific day Seven and Thayden retrieved the unit there was another Operator on board the Lifespring..” 
 
      
 
      “..another Operative?” That wasn’t expected. If that is what the ship was implying, it meant that one of the Originals was also aware that this piece of technology was still out there. 
 
      
 
      The implications of that fact could spell more trouble. 
 
      
 
    “..Operator..” The Nightshade reiterates. I had misunderstood him. “..it appears that Thayden exchanges the frame with the man before departure back to Meridian.” 
 
      
 
      “..you’re telling me that Thayden gave the unit to some guy with an Operator Implant?” How is that even possible?  
 
      
 
    “..The encryption node registers as Ezra’s handler..” Julia said with a slight undertone of remorse. “..Enoch..” 
 
      
 
    “..there isn’t any way to be sure of the final destination of the unit but the Operator was in possession of the unit when he transferred to Lifespring vessel LS09 on course to..” The ship paused to triangulate the Drift Stream. “..the Lunerian System.” 
 
      
 
      “..you have got to be shitting me!!” As if my day wasn’t complete shit already. “..they sent it to Luna Prime?”  
 
      
 
      Oh, this is just priceless.  
 
      
 
      There were only two places in the entire universe that Vanguards purposely did everything in their power to avoid at all costs.. Solistus and Luna Prime. To say that we were hated by these two Faction would be a gross understatement. 
 
      
 
    “..it may not have been its final destination but it is for certain..” As The Nightshade spoke, I just shook my head in denial. He was going to say it. “..that is our first and only lead..” 
 
      
 
      Julia held a frown about her face as she watches me process the inevitable. None of this was making any sense. Deep down, I knew they were right. There wasn’t any other option but to move forward.  
 
      
 
      “..how long is transit?” Standing, I forced a smile at Julia. Reaching down I touch her cheek in reassurance that I was with her. I stopped to peer up at the navigation terminal’s viewscreen.  
 
      
 
    “..we are unable to use Apex navigation with our marker disabled.” Julia said matter of factly. But she knew installing it again would make us traceable. This meant we were left with only one option. 
 
      
 
    “..Entering Spatial Drift will take appropriately 6 cycles..” The Nightshade made it sound so easy. But that’s no doubt because time didn’t truly affect the machines.  
 
      
 
      “..you’re kidding..” I knew the answer.  
 
      
 
      The Operating System never lied or even understood the concept of joking. The Nightshade relied on sensor readings, calculated algorithms and complex quantum computing to extrapolate data.  
 
      
 
      It was about as playful as a stick in the mud. 
 
      
 
      But losing 6 whole cycles would mean that we were effectively going to be walking into an unknown future. One minute we would be here and in control of this situation.. the next we wouldn’t be sure what’s waiting for us. 
 
      
 
      I could feel Julia’s hand touch my leg as she came to stand next to me. She knew how much I hated the submersion pod, and let’s be honest.. that was a pretty good enough reason for me to throw caution to the wind.  
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes I let out a sigh of frustration.  
 
      
 
    The ship initialized the countdown sequence.  
 
      
 
      I could hear my father’s voice in the back of my head.  
 
      
 
      Assess..Process..Action.. 
 
      
 
      It was a risk, but the alternative to losing 6 cycles was being discovered. I couldn’t let Julia be taken.. especially because whoever wanted her pulled apart had access to power I have never even dreamed about... they have an auxiliary frame.  
 
      
 
      I am sure of it! 
 
      
 
      I turn and leave Julia on the flight deck.  
 
      
 
      Unzipping my top as I walk down the corridor and into my quarters. Carefully I disrobe and fold each article of clothing side by side on the bedspread. Crossing the room to the submersion pod I slide my fingers across the hibernation terminal and set it for precisely 6 cycles and 11 hours, linear time.  
 
      
 
      Taking one final look at my room I step into the chamber, the cold metal surface pressing against my warm skin. It sent chills up my legs and spread up and outwardly until the casing sealed shut. Wiggling my toes, as was my ritual, the warm cryofluid began to fill the empty space.  
 
      
 
      Rising from beneath me, the entire tank was taken over within moments. As the fluid travelled above my exposed shoulders I took my final breath of air and exhaled as slowly as possible.  
 
      
 
      Holding my breath for as long as I could stand, I closed my eyes and was instantaneously enveloped.  
 
      
 
      The last thing I felt was the sting of warm liquid pushing itself up my nose, constricting and then ballooning out my lungs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      I tried to scream.. I always try to scream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      And then there was nothing. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



.Sleep. 
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 .Composite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Every inch of my body felt like it was on fire and cold to the touch all at the same time. Stumbling out of the pod I did my best to regain my footing... failing miserably. The fluid always throws off my center of balance. Mac says that it has something to do with my ears.. I just prefer I never have to deal with this shit again, all together. 
 
      
 
      And just like that...6 cycles had been stripped from my reach. 
 
      
 
      I don’t really care to dwell on it. 
 
      
 
      As the tube extends the front casing into its fully unlocked position, I dramatically collapse on my bed. Floundering on top of my clothing and wildly kicking my feet in the air. Flattening myself out on the bedspread.  
 
      
 
      I just sort of lay here in silence. 
 
      
 
    Something was off.  
 
      
 
      I sit up abruptly to find Twitch standing in the middle of my room, staring at me. Blinking out of sheer terror I grab my pants and cover my exposed body as best I can. “..what the literal..” 
 
      
 
    “..Twitch!” Julia calls down the corridor, her voice coming from the bridge. “..is Liren awake yet?” 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade answers her before I have a chance to respond. “..the Captain has successfully awoken without the use of fibrillation measures.” 
 
      
 
      Fumbling around I lean towards the foot of my bed, picking up the first thing I felt beneath my fingertips.  
 
      
 
      I pitched a shoe.  
 
      
 
      Throwing it with extreme purpose. I hit my mark.  
 
      
 
    The slightly weighted object collides with the Medical Drone, knocking it off balance. Twitch teeters to the side before wobbling out of my room and back towards the flight deck. 
 
      
 
      Once finally alone, I flop back down. For a moment resting my backside against the cool material of my bed sheets. The surface warmed with the touch of my heated skin. There was something so comforting laying here, a safety... a place of refuge. 
 
      
 
    “..Liren..” Julia’s voice flooding into my head, overtaking my consciousness. She was using the com link.. She was impatient.  
 
      
 
      Groaning, I sluggishly began getting dressed. A meticulous routine. My top and bottoms came first, as always. Stiff fabric giving way to the shapes of my curves. I stand. Habitually I begin stretching out my legs as I simultaneously pulled my tight fitting pants over backside and waist.  
 
      
 
      Why is getting dressed always such a chore?  
 
      
 
      Ugh.  
 
      
 
      I literally have to jump, squat, wiggle and even grunt to get things situated perfectly. These were definitely not designed by a woman. 
 
      
 
      Come to think of it.. I think Uncle Mac and his team are the dubious masterminds of torture behind this. I’ll be sure and harass him about it later.. once I get all of this shit sorted out.  
 
      
 
      My shirt was always last in this little ritual. I thread my arms into the sleeves and zipped up the crease. Reaching to the small of my back I pressed the EMP generator embedded in the lining and grunted as the shielding was triggered, tightening with the current. Uncle Mac’s NexGen Nillofiber. It was a girl’s best friend.. even if we had somewhat of a love hate relationship. 
 
      
 
      Once dressed I join Julia on the flight deck to have her and The Nightshade brief me on the state of things.  
 
      
 
    Julia was sitting at the Navigation terminal, her bare feet dangling from the lift. Those little workboots she never parted with were affixed to the grated floor just beneath her. She spun around in the chair when she heard me enter. Her eyes wide with excitement. “..Liren! We’re almost there!” 
 
      
 
      I smile as I see her face brighten, she had never been allowed to visit Luna Prime. My father’s orders. Unfortunately, I knew I had to break the news to her sooner rather than later. “..you do know that I have to go to the surface alone.. don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “..No. I don’t know that..” Her smile faded. Julia’s disappointment being made very evident. “..I will be much more help if I come with you..” 
 
      
 
      I’m so not in the mood for one of her tantrums right now. 
 
      
 
      As I was about to again resort to my usual argument of being in charge, The Nightshade graciously saves me from making the situation worse.  
 
      
 
    “..hello friends..” That soft greeting echoes off of the barren interior of the deck. “..using the old Drift coordinates we should be returning into normal space, momentarily. Also, before we left the range of the Lifespring vessel.. Seven sent you an encoded message.” 
 
      
 
      “..Seven?” I was confused, admittedly.  
 
      
 
      What could that piece of hardware want after I sent him and his lackeys chasing their tails for the better part of a day? I moved to take my usual seat on the magnelift at the communication terminal. “..well.. what did it say?” 
 
      
 
    “..it was encrypted..” Julia reiterated.  
 
      
 
      “..yeah.. and you guys are hella nosey..” I waved my hand to have them out with the information. “..sooo...” 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade responded before Julia had a chance to admit her guilt. “..we tried opening it. Multiple times.” It almost sounded like the machine felt some kind of way about it. Perhaps defeated in a way. “..we only get static.. your command link is the pass key..” 
 
      
 
      Albeit quite surprising that the two most powerful entities in the known universe couldn’t crack an encoded message.. it was also slightly alarming. I contemplated what other small things were right out of their grasp, before clearing my throat. “..This is Captain of The Nightshade, decode sequence engage.. Authorization pass phrase: Valor Nobility Strength.” 
 
      
 
    An automated system update chimed within my ear as the implant released its decryption sequence to the ship. “..Decoding sequence enabled..” 
 
      
 
    “..Initializing playback..” The Nightshade responded after a short time of processing the compressed data file. 
 
      
 
    Seven’s voice came fluttering over the internal coms. “..Listen kid.. I’m not entirely sure what it is you were after.. but I do know it’s no coincidence that Mother’s database is flagging multiple unauthorized accesses. The only way you could have gotten through her firewalls was if you had the original Twitch onboard your ship. Only an auxiliary frame with active sync capabilities is capable of that kind of havoc. The Precursor is somewhat lacking in that department. But she is still incredibly dangerous!”  
 
      
 
      My sister? 
 
      
 
      Dangerous?  
 
      
 
      Looking toward Julia, I silently use facial expressions to ask if she has any idea about what the Archetype was referring. 
 
      
 
    Julia shrugs, indicating she hasn’t the foggiest idea of what he’s talking about. 
 
      
 
    “... I tried turning you in.. but we couldn’t get through to Meridian. Not like the usual interference either.. long range communication has been completely severed. No outpost, no core world station.. nothing is being broadcasted or received. I was only following orders! I need you to turn that ship around and get back here. If you fix what you’ve broken, I’ll ignore your infractions. If you refuse to cooperate, trust me, there will be consequences.” 
 
      
 
      Consequences?  
 
      
 
      This guy is a real piece of work. 
 
      
 
      “..that has to be the longest encoded hate mail ...ever recorded....” Did he really think I’d be stupid enough to turn the ship around? I mean, I guess I was crazy enough to show up unannounced with a wanted fugitive playing cards and hacking into a highly secure super computer.  
 
      
 
      I suppose if you put things into perspective, it might be feasible. 
 
      
 
      All this Seven character has ever done since meeting my family has been to save himself or better his circumstances. Seriously.. the first thing he tried to do was capture Julia and hand her over.  
 
      
 
      If his fear can outweigh his loyalty to a fellow machine.  
 
      
 
      The guy definitely can’t be trusted.  
 
      
 
    “..I think he likes you..” Julia shook her head and couldn’t help but smile.  
 
      
 
      Wait.. machines don’t experience fear.. 
 
      
 
        Gravity shifts and pulled at my limbs. I could feel my stomach churn as the ship reentered normal space.  
 
      
 
      It was always so strange, it made me wonder what it used to feel like flying through Drift with artificial gravity turned off. I snapped my fingers habitually signaling to The Nightshade to bring up the exterior cameras.  
 
      
 
    The OS complies almost instantaneously, bringing the heads up display to all three monitors. Shutters retracting slowly, the apertures widening to their fullest, starlight flooded into the interior of the ship.  
 
      
 
    Bathing us in cosmic radiance.  
 
      
 
      “..That never gets old..” Julia and I said in unison. Old habits from dear old dad. We both likely had hundreds of them shared between the two of us. I glance over at Julia and notice she’s not smiling. 
 
      
 
      “..it’s going to be fine..” I mean.. I said it so that had to make it true, right? Honestly.. with the way things are going, I’m not so sure.  
 
      
 
      Yeah, it seemed like only a few minutes had gone by since I stepped into the submersion pod. But the harsh reality was lingering unspoken. We had literally lost 6 full cycles in transit.  
 
      
 
      There was no telling what the next leg in the journey actually held for us. It’s a good thing I took after my father. Improvising was just a part of our genetic makeup. 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade pulled us both out of our moments of reflection. “..I have established a link with the Lunarean operating systems..” 
 
      
 
      “..wait! You just gave up our location?!” I was both confused and furious. What the literal hell.  
 
      
 
    “..relax..” Julia shook her head. “..Twitch and I tampered with the internal sensors while you were sleeping. The Nightshade can respond to me but has no idea what or where I am. It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “..That is correct.” The ship confirmed. “...I am only registering one passenger on my manifest. My Captain. All other cargo is labeled as miscellaneous salvage.” 
 
      
 
      Clever girl. I mean, obviously she must have picked it up from her beautiful younger sister. Although, I couldn’t help but wonder what other things she had been hiding. 
 
      
 
    “..the Network has been unable to get an exact facial match of Enoch..” The ship paused. “..however, it appears that his credit chips have been recently involved in a transaction at Sid’s Local Libations..” 
 
      
 
      “...he’s at a bar..?” Of course he is.. why not? We haven’t had enough shitty interactions recently. What say we tack up bad decisions and regret on the list of things to do? 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade mistakes my observation as a direct question into the reputation of the establishment. “..the listing assures that Sid’s is an upscale spice lounge and drink emporium..” 
 
      
 
      “..Nightshade, if it has to explain its an upscale joint..” I stood and made my way off of the bridge, mumbling to myself. “..it’s definitely anything but..”  
 
      
 
    Julia was likely watching as we entered Luna Prime’s atmosphere. I personally had seen it on numerous occasions. Covered in a layer of luminous cloud particles, the water molecules caused an eerie rainbow effect as light reflected from the sun.  
 
      
 
      Slipping my feet into each boot, I laced them tightly and let out a few forced breaths. 
 
      
 
      The Nightshade let me know that we were preparing for docking procedures with a warning chime. I sat down. I never much cared for the transition from artificial gravity and planetary scales.  
 
      
 
      It was always.. well.. jarring. 
 
      
 
      As we landed, I brace myself by pressing my hands down onto the bed on either side of me. My lungs compressing and I feel my head bobbing with the ship. A breathy heave escapes my nostrils and I open my mouth to let the adjustment happen without friction.  
 
      
 
      My stomach growls in defiance. 
 
      
 
      Mother would always give me some snide comment about how back in her day they were built with iron stomachs. Yeah. And back in her day they were also forced to slaughter each other. 
 
      
 
      The things they had to normalize was at times so far beyond comprehension.  
 
      
 
      Standing, I take one last look around my room. 
 
      
 
      I am going to have to make it a point to decorate this place. But after renovating the other side of the ship’s crew quarters to make a shop and salvage area.. I just lost the motivation.  
 
      
 
      Julia offered to spruce up the area. But then I knew the walls would just be littered with childlike doodles of that creepy Medical Drone. Not really my favorite thing to look at....ever. 
 
      
 
    “..we have cleared customs and been given a docking pass..” The Nightshade chirps into the internal coms system. “..welcome to Luna Prime.” 
 
      
 
      Shaking my head at the incredibly cordial tone of the ship’s operating system. I do one final preparation check, patting myself down absentmindedly to assess myself.  
 
      
 
      Once fully clothed and somewhat ready to venture out, I walk out of my quarters and into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “..finally!” Julia’s soft voice rings out as she notices I have emerged from my room. Her tiny feet clomping across the grated floor. “..we can go get ourselves a bad guy!” 
 
      
 
      Blinking at the enthusiasm, I cut her off. “..what exactly is the status of the warrant signal?” This is why I always hated the submersion pods. The after effects were almost always disorientation, confusion or worse. 
 
      
 
    “..it appears that there is no current broadcast being submitted in this system..” The Nightshade reports. “..the signal is either no longer in circulation or is otherwise disabled locally.” 
 
      
 
      I suppose it’s entirely plausible that the locals were tired of hearing the same message loop infinitesimally and somehow blocked it. However, it is much more likely that the immense power needed to continue such a mass subspace frequency simply wasn’t sustainable.  
 
      
 
    Either way.. it’s undeniably too risky. “..Jewels.. you’re not coming with me.” We don’t have time for debate. 
 
      
 
    Her hands drop to her sides in protest. 
 
      
 
      “.. I’m not going to argue with you about it..” I called out towards the bridge as I walk with purpose down the corridor. Entering the recreation area, I instinctively grab my jacket and put it on. Covering my sigil and bare arms, I routinely press the beacon to lower the ramp. “..you’re staying here..”  
 
      
 
    Twitch teeters across the recreation room before stopping abruptly. Looking up at me with those cold lens like eyes, he suspiciously holds my leg holster. Slowly he extends both of his arms in an innocent offering… of my own property. 
 
      
 
      “..radio silence and stay on the ship.” Reaching down, I scowl as I retrieve my weapon from the creepy machine. Unsure as to if he was waiting there to hand me my possessions or trying to steal them. “..that goes double for you Squirt.. stay out of my shit..” 
 
      
 
      Stepping down the loading ramp, I hear Julia’s feet chase after me. Her tiny fist slams up against the beacon in the cramped loading bay and retracts the ramp behind me. 
 
      
 
      Yep.  
 
      
 
    She’s pissed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes as I listen to the hydraulics lift the metal sheeting up to seal the hull. 
 
      
 
      Without looking back, I take a deep breath. My lungs fill with fresh air and my boots find solid ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was awful. 
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 .Prime. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Gradually the hustle and bustle of the Airway Docks drown out my moment of remorseful revelry. I’m left to allow my thoughts to wander. I mean, I probably could’ve been a little less curt with Julia.  
 
      
 
      But her attitude is really starting to bother me. 
 
      
 
    Engines of all shapes and sizes echo off of the smooth metallic surfaces of countless air crafts nesting on the platform. 
 
      
 
    Land transit is limited to tram usage, foot traffic and authorized delivery vehicles only. So naturally, all craft capable of air transportation must be docked at one of the designated airports.  
 
      
 
    These nearly indestructible metal pillars reach into the clouds, in the more busied centers of commerce.. some even reach out into the outermost atmosphere. None high enough to breach the planet’s Defense Network. 
 
      
 
      This particular dock was a known shit hole. But The Nightshade knows very well that we need to retain as low a profile as possible.. so sacrifices have to be made. 
 
      
 
      Trust me. I absolutely hate being on these crowded, germ infested planets.. but at least they had free access to ample solar power.  
 
      
 
      I’m always down for free shit. 
 
      
 
      Even if that means I have to deal with the humidity. 
 
      
 
      Casually I make my way past several other parked aircraft and head towards the tram pickup terminal. 
 
      
 
    A siren passes overhead. 
 
      
 
    Local authorities are in individual hovercraft bobbing through automated personal transport vehicles and shipping units. 
 
      
 
      Impressive handling and maneuverability.  
 
      
 
      It really is too bad one of those won’t fit in the Nightshade’s tiny ass cargo hold. Seems a waste for these guys to get all the nice toys. 
 
      
 
      Not like they need them... 
 
      
 
      Twitch’s Operating System controls everything from traffic lanes to personal media devices. Anything with large enough storage to fit its basic code is subject to its domain. 
 
      
 
      Blissfully ignorant to the plain truths right in front of them. 
 
      
 
      Everything could easily be automated and in a way it already is.. but if they were ever made aware of this inevitable fact then the population would have no guiding purpose.. become unsettled, disgruntled or worse question authority.  
 
      
 
      I almost feel sorry for these people.  
 
      
 
      Families are regulated and must petition for their ability to reproduce. Not to mention submit supporting documentation including genetic samples and psychological testing.  
 
      
 
      I suppose we fringe dwellers differ in these pairing rites of passage. While we are assigned our partners through genetic compatibility, Lunarians can pick and choose their mates.  
 
      
 
    For the right price. 
 
      
 
      Not like any of that really matters. Even in its name, Luna Prime, it deceives. This place is far from its Prime in any way, shape or form. 
 
      
 
    After the pulse that wiped out most of the universe‘s technology, Luna Prime had a pretty rough go of it.  
 
      
 
      They had relied so heavily on technology that once it was gone, the entire solar system plummeted into a dark age. Only older model ships with the preset encryption codes could be flown in and out of the DefenseNet. 
 
      
 
    A crippling headache which inevitably lead the government to seize control of these vessels by force and caused quite a controversy.  
 
      
 
      Any ship crossing into Lunarean space was considered property of the Inner Ring Colonial Government.  
 
      
 
      They went from law enforcers to pirates overnight.  
 
      
 
      It wasn’t until sometime later, 100 cycles or so that some smart Navigator hacks began peddling open sourced or cracked software. Effectively allowing all of the downed ships to be reactivated but manual operations were the only means to pilot them.  
 
      
 
      Navigators became sought after commodities.  
 
      
 
      Some were even bought, sold or indentured into servitude.  
 
      
 
      That’s how Natticus wound up as a dual class siege pilot as a Faith initiate in the first place. Mac never told me much in how they were treated.. but from the sounds of it.. most weren’t seen as equals and they were used for their abilities over anything else.  
 
      
 
    In time, the IRC Government regained control of their immediate territory stretching their reach into the Terrean system.  
 
      
 
      Smaller, unprotected outposts began to swear their allegiance to IRC, only upsetting the tender balance of power the Terrean Government held with IRC.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Wars were waged.  
 
      
 
    Unadulterated violence… as Terrean’s tend to gravitate towards.. in the resulting chaos, they slaughtered their own. Any of those who betrayed them were killed mercilessly as a message.. a warning to their entire Faction that giving in to IRC rule would result in forfeiture of life and land.  
 
      
 
      The Terreans outnumbered the Lunarean troops almost 10 to 1.  
 
      
 
      It was a pitiful exchange of useless deaths.  
 
      
 
     And as any logical mind could have assumed the IRC withdrew their forces but remained on the outpost worlds for generations. 
 
      
 
    All the while, the Faith began their Righteous Crusade overpowering Kozacian System Outposts and Waystations completely unchecked. Laying waste to planets and claiming it all in the name of bringing light to the darkest regions of space.  
 
      
 
      It kind of gave me a sense of satisfaction knowing that my crazy uncle Thomas made it his personal mission to wipe them out of existence. That kind of destruction deserves an equal kind of justice.. it’s just too bad that Thomas was so absolutely out of his mind.  
 
      
 
      However justified.. he too became one of the monsters.. a fate that as I think on it now.. my mother and father likely have already subscribed to.. it was still hard for me to completely comprehend.  
 
      
 
      Did they really choose mass genocide over protection?  
 
      
 
      Why didn’t they just invade Earth and subdue the aggressors?  
 
      
 
      We have done it so many times before. What made Earth any different? And why were they allowed to develop their own technology?  
 
      
 
      I shifted my jacket, closing it more tightly about my chest.  
 
      
 
      My eyes found the figure of a little girl holding her hand tightly to her body as she was escorted onto the tram by her parents. She was gripping a credit chip between her thin fingers.  
 
      
 
      For some reason seeing her, clutching that coin, identical to the object now within my own grasp sent me reeling into a proverbial wall of memories.  
 
      
 
      Once, when I was no more taller than she, and likely just as naive, my father told me something that forever changed how I viewed the population outside of the Vanguard bloodlines. He compared them to a cut blade of grass or a fallen eyelash, so easily replaced or quickly forgotten.  
 
      
 
      Even those of us who didn’t possess the genetic marker to mutate when our cells merged with that of the submersion pods, still live more than 4 times that of an average human being.  
 
      
 
      In that moment, unbeknownst to him, his words impacted my perception of the entire universe. I knew then that if I became an everlasting I would outlast them all. And these insignificant lives that they lead would mean absolutely nothing to me.  
 
      
 
      I think back on this now and begin to question my own grasp on humanity.  
 
      
 
    And what of the champions of all things humane and just, Julia and Nightshade? Were they really taking their side? How could they consider such a blatant use of force an act of mercy? 
 
      
 
      I slide my currency chip out of my jacket pocket and swipe it along the toll beacon as I step onto the hover tram. A maintenance technician sat plugged into the control deck monitoring payment and passengers. She looks up at me as my active balance flashes momentarily across her screen.  
 
      
 
      Like I was saying... being a Titan and the daughter of the most feared and arguably hated people in the known galaxy has its perks. 
 
      
 
    Likely she hasn’t seen any passengers on public transportation with such a bank.  
 
      
 
      And this was only one of them.  
 
      
 
    Julia had been stockpiling them for centuries. Apparently because they were shiny. Father would jokingly tell me that she had been saving up for the right moment for her and that Medical Drone to run away together.  
 
      
 
      Sometimes, I didn’t think he was joking. 
 
      
 
      I selected my destination on the teleprompter before the machine ejected a positioning token. I sidestepped, shimmied and tried my best not to push anyone as I squeeze into the overcrowded compartment.  
 
      
 
      It was stuffy. Even with the recycling unit pumping filtered air from overhead ducts, you could just feel the warmth of the breath from the passengers next to you. Call me crazy. But I knew I was going to need sanitizer after this trip. 
 
      
 
      I took to standing next to the child I had noticed earlier, her parents both making scarce eye contact with me before making room between us.  
 
      
 
      The locals are a might bit skittish.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an unexpected jolt, a concerning wretch of a jarring shock, as the vehicle engaged.  
 
      
 
      I can feel my knees threaten to buckle. Adjusting my center of balance, I stand firm and relatively unscathed by the whole ordeal.  
 
      
 
    Most of the passengers either topple over on top of one another or slam into the interior windows. 
 
      
 
    That little girl stumbles, bumping into my leg. Her mother quickly retrieving her. I watch as she wraps her arms around the child protectively. Defensively she blurts out. “..it was an accident!” Her thick Inner Ring accent playing about her annunciation. 
 
      
 
      Of course it was an accident! Didn’t she see everyone else collide with each other? This is exactly what I’m talking about.. skittish.  
 
      
 
      I just smile at her and nod.  
 
      
 
      The interaction didn’t need to get even more confusing with my fringe dialect. Another skill I was unfortunately unable to master from my parents.  
 
      
 
      The ability to speak fluently in all 3 distinctive styles. 
 
      
 
    A tiny hand reached out to tug lightly on my jacket. Looking down, I saw the girl smiling one of those genuine smiles of gratitude. You know the ones. That look of curiosity and bewilderment all at once? Those deep brown eyes peering up at me. 
 
      
 
      I wondered if she saw me in the same light as I saw her. Her soft black curls, amber toned skin and tiny frame. A sense of wonder and innocence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I pitied her.  
 
      
 
    She would only see another 4-500 cycles at best. Even with the best medical care. Her’s would be a short and lackluster existence, especially with Luna Prime’s strict laws forbidding offworld habitation.  
 
      
 
    Being born here meant unconditional citizenship.  
 
      
 
      Steal Lunarean air with your first breath, repay Lunarean air with your last. 
 
      
 
       Did she see me in the same likeness? 
 
      
 
      Did she pity me? 
 
      
 
      Did this tiny thing beside me even comprehend how unbelievably immense the cosmos is and how infinitesimally small her cage? 
 
      
 
      Or did she just see the girl I am? How about her mother or father? Did they see me? With my shoulder length hair, green eyes and olive skin. The warrior within the woman?  
 
      
 
      My father would always tell me I was the exact replica of my mother. And she would always protest and assure me of my superior beauty.  
 
      
 
      I was always more inclined to believe my father.. there was always a cheapness to her words. Not out of neglect or out of a falsehood.. but there was always something not quite authentic coming from someone who is afflicted with life threatening ailments.  
 
      
 
      It doesn’t make the words any less true there’s just more of a sense of urgency or necessity over pure affection.  
 
      
 
      There is no cure for the inevitable breaking down of one’s cells. 
 
      
 
       We all die in our own time. 
 
      
 
      For me, I just think it’s simply harder to see someone who appears so young dying of old age. You rationalize it in whatever way makes the most sense, but inevitably none of it ever truly translates. 
 
      
 
      I’m not quite sure how long I was staring at the girl, I assume it was mostly in my head. Looking down I saw that she was still holding her credit chip.  
 
      
 
    Her mother caught sight of me taking notice. “..we’re trying to teach her the value of money..” 
 
      
 
      I could make out the three accounts attached to the chip, the tiny neon numbers scrolling on the face of the coin. They were not well off. But not so poor as they needed to be using public transportation. They were frugal. 
 
      
 
      Not entirely sure why this interaction was happening, I never question moments. Clearing my throat I tried to sound more local, and failed miserably. “..saving for something?” 
 
      
 
      My Fringe came spilling out.  
 
      
 
      A swifter speed of speech, a twinge in the inflection and it was obvious I should have stayed quiet. 
 
      
 
    “..what?!” The woman raising her hand drew the child’s hand away from me, with it the chip. Her voice was shaking as if she were fighting back that fight or flight response. But in this cramped space, several meters off of the ground and at speeds not capable by humans alone.  
 
      
 
      Where did she honestly think she was going to go?  
 
      
 
      “..I didn’t mean to startle you..” I really didn’t. It was just too intriguing to me not to ask.  
 
      
 
      With their finances they could own their own vehicle and in turn be both more productive with their time and safer in their own space. 
 
      
 
      Also, who gives a child a credchip linked to the entire household’s finances and lets them parade around the public transit system?  
 
      
 
    Her daughter peering up at both of us, seems to balance out the interaction. She had that childlike innocence, or blissfully dumb ignorance.. whatever the case may be.. she obviously trusts me.  
 
      
 
      I lower myself down to take a knee. With my right hand I motioned to the girl to extend her chip. “..press and hold..” I said softly. “..and don’t let go until I tell you..” 
 
      
 
    Her mother grew very still. She knew that I was telling her daughter to authorize a funds transfer. And holding down the credchip meant only one thing.  
 
      
 
    She was receiving funds. 
 
      
 
      Smiling I pulled my chip from the inside pocket of my jacket and held out my left hand, pinching the tiny device between my thumb and index finger. “..and.. go!” I said playfully.  
 
      
 
      There was something for me, in this moment.  
 
      
 
      I don’t really know what it is.. I know for sure that it’s not charity.  
 
      
 
      It feels almost like it’s…I don’t know… atonement.  
 
      
 
    Balance. 
 
      
 
      As the hover tram settled down at my stop, I felt the small destination token vibrate through the fabric of my pocket. Pulling out to examine it, I absentmindedly exchange it with my credchip. 
 
      
 
    The woman reaches down to take her daughters hand, balancing out the recent transactions of their three accounts.  
 
      
 
      I chuckle softly as I watch her face change from suspicion to something so rare in these parts of the universe.. genuine and pure.. graciousness.  
 
      
 
      I had emptied out the account, leaving just enough for me to take the tram back to the docks.  
 
      
 
      Again, I don’t know what made me feel so drawn to gifting them that kind of money. Under normal circumstances, it’s more than they would ever see in their entire lifetimes combined.  
 
      
 
      They could buy themselves visas, all three, to escape from this prison of a life. Or squander it all away on frivolous things. 
 
      
 
      Regardless, once the exchange had completed.. it was theirs to do with as they please. 
 
      
 
      Winking at the little girl causes her to smile, and without so much as a whisper I moved through the crowded space. Tossing my destination token into the receptacle near the maintenance tech, I exited the vehicle and those people’s lives forever. 
 
      
 
      As the door slid shut, I swear I almost heard the woman squealing.  
 
      
 
      I don’t necessarily feel good or bad about my actions.  
 
      
 
      Honestly, I’m not entirely sure any of it matters.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I do know I feel sticky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      It was either being stuck in the middle of forty some odd people, breathing as they exhaled.. or this damn humidity!  
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, I needed off this rock.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      And call it women’s intuition..  
 
      
 
      
 
      ...something tells me nothing good will come of this little fieldtrip. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



.Friendship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Ugh. 
 
      
 
      The tram drops me off just across the street from Sid’s. Even the sign screams bad decisions. Glancing skyward, I could easily tell nightfall was coming within the next few hours.  
 
      
 
      I need to make this quick.  
 
      
 
      The last thing I want is a run in with the local enforcement officers. Especially over something as trivial as curfew violation. 
 
      
 
      Taking my hands out of my pockets, I shake them, flailing my fingers about to loosen the tension and lighten my nerves. Pushing out a couple bursts of air through my lips, I calm my inner voices telling me to just go back to the ship.  
 
      
 
      Come on, Lirenvadra.. you’re a badass. 
 
      
 
      Go in there and do some badassery.. 
 
      
 
      Yeah, I know.. I’m about as good a motivational speaker as my father. And notably, he’s pretty tragic. 
 
      
 
      Pep talk aside, I’m going in there.  
 
      
 
      Checking both ways before crossing the street, I walk with a brooding..moody determination. I slowly come to a stop as I reach the front door of the rundown establishment. Pressing my left hand to the oversized metal door, I can feel the vibration of sound bouncing off of every surface inside of the place. 
 
      
 
      Great, not only will I be sticky.. I’ll have a headache once this is all said and done. 
 
      
 
      Whatever. 
 
      
 
      Leaning forward I push through the entrance. 
 
      
 
      Instantly, I am greeted with the unmistakable scent of spice. Thick, peppery and warm, an aged smoke seemed to be lingering about the lounge. And of course, as I anticipated, the interior was even more of a shithole than the outside. 
 
      
 
      Stepping past a couple inebriated patrons on their way out, I move to the weapons kiosk.  
 
      
 
    A thin older woman was sitting inside the bulletproof bunker, a drink in her hand and a glazed over look in her eyes. “..fire’n arms and’n blade longer din the ling’if yah palm gotta be checked..” That aweful outerring accent made it almost impossible to take this woman seriously. 
 
      
 
      Unholstering my weapon from the leg harness, I set the safety on and slid it into the opening at her counter. Scratching idly at my chin, I was trying to wait patiently for her to put my gun into an open locker. I watch painfully as she opens several boxes with unclaimed objects stuffed inside. 
 
      
 
      I haven’t seen this level of incompetence since Weathers.. 
 
      
 
    “..This’n be uh antique!” She said with a somewhat disturbing toothless grin.  
 
      
 
      “..yeah..” I wasn’t really interested in making conversation. But the training is really hard to ignore. I stay cordial. “..I have an identical one back home. Family heirlooms..” 
 
      
 
    “...ooooo fantzy, fantzy!” She placed a claim token on the counter and slid it through the opening. “..We’n tryna tuh lose it..” I wasn’t really sure if that was just poor humor or an actual promise to try not to lose my shit. 
 
      
 
      “..please do..” Manners were always important, even if the other person was missing afew teeth and intoxicated out of their mind. Picking up the token, I place it in my pocket for later retrieving. 
 
      Looking at this place was almost difficult.  
 
      
 
    The main common area stretched out and divided into four sections, one in each corner. To my immediate left, just aside from the weapons cache lockup there was setup for parlor games and light seating. My immediate right held an open space for dancing, congregation or whatever these townies did when they came here. In the back, the lounge area for smoking patrons. It was probably the most uncomfortable sight in the entire place. Seating was scarce, bedding from 2 or 3 generations ago line the square perimeter. And lastly, the bar was haphazardly setup with stools lining the outside. 
 
      
 
      I mumble something under my breath as I begin counting the people here. Almost 2 dozen. Of the 8 stools at the bar 3 were open.  
 
      
 
      I figure, why not start with a drink and then get on with the drudge. 
 
      
 
      Stepping down a slight incline, I feel my weight shift. A ramp made from wooden planks, barely rated to hold an average person.  
 
      
 
      As a heavyworlder, I weigh almost 4 times that of a woman my size and stature. High bone density and increased body mass made us much more resilient, stronger and faster in normal gravity.. but it didn’t always make staying under the weight limit easy. 
 
      
 
      I pass a group of four men, huddled together with their arms draped about one another as they drank libations and sang out comparing war stories.  
 
      
 
      Walking by I hear their conversation soften and then stop completely.  
 
      
 
      I already know, before I even turn my head.. the entire gaggle were staring me down.  
 
      
 
      It was only then that I made the correlation. Aside from the old woman in the lockup and a server, I was the only female.  
 
      
 
      Yep. This was probably going to get ugly. 
 
      
 
    For them. 
 
      
 
      “..let’s all try to behave ourselves gentlemen..” I say clear enough for them to hear but not so loud it seems like a passive threat... even though it definitely is one. My fringe accent thicker than the day is long. It only called more attention. Not my desired result. 
 
      
 
    “..oh, looky what we have here boys!” A scrawny looking guy furthest away from me, standing and adjusting his waistline. Posturing. “..this is one of those exotic types from places unknown..” I decided I was going to name this one.. Tim. 
 
      
 
      I let out an exaggerated breath, sighing at the remark. Reaching up to my face, I began rubbing idly at my temples with my left hand. “..Listen, I’m not sure this is going to end the way you’re hoping..” I lower my arm and rest my hand on my hip. “..let’s just say, neither of you handsome individuals are my type and go back to minding our own business..” 
 
      
 
      I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy, but even still, I am my father’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    “..oh but that’s just it there, gorgeous..” A heavier set guy spins around in his chair and forcefully grabs ahold of my right arm. His grip was intentionally made strong, perhaps it was the alcohol or other forms of inebriation he had consumed.. but this one was already quite aggressive. “..you’re exactly our type..” I felt his hand tighten around my bicep. And this new friend? I’ll call him Carl. 
 
      
 
    “..such savagery..” A man’s voice called out towards the bar from the lounge. I almost didn’t understand him. He wasn’t speaking Colonial Basic. “..be warned, the lines we walk aren’t always so clearly marked.”  
 
      
 
      Was that Iovitian? 
 
      
 
    “..we can’t understand a word you’re saying, old man!” Carl barked, tugging at my arm for good measure. “..this doesn’t concern you!” 
 
      
 
      Everywhere I go, these knuckleheads are all the same. I could be on assignment protecting a dignitary or tracking down a mass murderer... doesn’t matter. If I’m a woman and alone, then that must mean I’m fair game.  
 
      
 
      It’s times like these I miss the culture back home.  
 
      
 
      “..guys..” I say with a blatant layer of disinterest, making sure that Tim, Carl and their two friends could hear me. “..let’s not get the local enforcers involved in this game. How about we just pretend that we don’t see each other and not cause a scene.” 
 
      
 
    “..sweetheart, we don’t need to call anyone..” Carl, the particularly aggressive and undeniably chubby one of the bunch, crosses his left arm about his right, still firmly holding me stationary. In his thick, grubby fingers he unfolds a fist sized identity totem. The sigil of the IRC etched across its surface. “..we authority are already here.. able bodied and absolutely willing to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    “..cause a scene she says..” Tim, the thin one, snickers to himself and reaches back to the bar top for his glass. “..I scene those long legs of hers the moment she walked in the place.. am I right?!?”  
 
      
 
      Yep.  
 
      
 
      This is exactly what I was trying to avoid. 
 
      
 
      I clear my throat and pause for a brief moment. Flattening my tone, I wasn’t playing anymore. “..As outlined by Article 409, paragraph 7c within the treaty of class relations.. I am obligated to introduce myself to you..” 
 
      
 
    “..Oh, ho...ho.. Looks like we got ourselves a real live one here boys!” Tim rudely interrupts me.  
 
      
 
    He took it upon himself, taking a few steps closer to me.  
 
      
 
      I can smell the alcohol on him and feel the heat of his breath as he speaks.  
 
      
 
    A mixture of residual spice and whatever miscellaneous beverages the bartender served him invade my senses. Tim grins with a selfserving confidence. “..go on, now girlie.. tell us your pretty little name..” 
 
      
 
      “..I am Lirenvadra. Titan of The Vanguard. Enforcer of the unconditional law.” I don’t even get to finish my introduction.  
 
      
 
    “..Titan my ass..” I heard Carl repeat my title with skepticism. He tugs on my arm with intention. I don’t budge, but he made it a point to test if he is strong enough to pull me into the bar.  
 
      
 
    They were showing off for each other.  
 
      
 
    The two others just sort of chuckled at the interaction.  
 
      
 
      No doubt waiting for their chance to say or do something to offend, assault or frighten me into any number of situations. 
 
      
 
    “..Lirenvadra..” Oh, Tim. I really wish you’d stop talking. But no such luck.. Nonchalantly he says my name, moving his body in closer so as to almost touch me. “..isn’t that the name of that moon that flew too close to the sun and caught fire?” 
 
      
 
      I want my name out of his mouth.  
 
      
 
      I know even with four of them, I have the upper hand.  
 
      
 
      I could take them. 
 
      
 
      Unfortunately, my father’s voice and teachings drown out the lecherous, abrasive words these idiots were spewing.  
 
      
 
      If I wasn’t threatened, I was to remain neutral.  
 
      
 
    “..what say you and I ditch these guys.. head over to the lounge there and I set your skin on fire?” Tim.. Tim.. Tim... I have to hand it to you. You’re definitely committed to seeing this through. He reaches out and places his hand atop my left, his palm to the back of mine. Purposely he allows his fingers to touch my hip.  
 
      
 
    “..I’m not really one to try and rain on your parade, but..” A voice from behind the bar calls out towards Tim. “..she looks alittle young to be playing the kind of games you four have in mind.” 
 
      
 
      “..I’m old enough..” I know, this really wasn’t the time or the place to argue my age. Honestly.. a part of me knew it was only going to escalate the situation further. But I’ve seen these types of guys my entire life, blissfully indulgent in their own ignorance. Harassing young girls at every whim… undressing them with every glance. 
 
      
 
    “..oooh, see Sid?!?” Carl lets out a fit of course laughter, his entire body shaking. I can feel his grip tighten. “..she wants to play..” 
 
      
 
      With both arms currently being held by strange men.. was I threatened yet? No.  
 
      
 
      I am still very much comfortable in my ability to harm them.  
 
      
 
      I make a face of pained concern. It’s true, if my father were here I would likely consider this an exercise of patience. But if my mother were here... I’m pretty sure she would tell me this was open for personal interpretation. 
 
      
 
    Carl misinterprets my expression as second thoughts. “..don’t you worry your pretty little head. We’ll be sure and go easy on you.” 
 
      
 
      Looking down I watch as Carl turns slightly in his stool.  
 
      
 
      I feel the tiny hairs on the back of my neck raise. 
 
      
 
      Breathing in deeply, the scent of aged wood and thinning out smoke filtering into my lungs. Instinct took hold as I quickly steal this moment to assess the situation. Fight or flight?  
 
      
 
      There are two exits exactly the same distance from my current location. Although it’s not really advised.. I could make a run for it, but then I put all of my effort into escape with a fairly large gamble for success. Flight is always a crapshoot.  
 
      
 
      Vanguard training weights preemptive actions over retreat, unless a strategic advantage can be gained from the maneuver. This makes the decision more about vulnerabilities… less about chance. 
 
      
 
      Unfortunately for these buffoons, their unwelcomed advances had just solidified in my mind exactly how flexible I was willing to be. If I had inherited anything from my father, it was my threshold for stupidity. As far as traits passed down from my mother? Absolutely everything. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m afraid the kinds of games that I like to play are a little more advanced than the likes of you are used to.” A slight smile playing about my faded lips of crimson. “..I’m only going to offer you a way out of this one final time..” 
 
      
 
    Tim took another swig from his glass, trailing his free hand up the length of my forearm. I guess I was supposed to feel enticed by the gesture.  
 
      
 
      I nodded slowly, resolving in my own mind that things could’ve been quite different if they had simply respected my initial decline for their attention. Looking towards the barkeep I made sure that we made eye contact. “..just remember how this could’ve gone, in comparison to what is about to happen..” 
 
      
 
    He slowly moved away from the bar top and bowed his head in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    Tim laughed. “..what exactly is it you think is going to happ...” 
 
      
 
    It happened. And, as usual.. it happened quickly. 
 
      
 
      As Tim dopily asks a notably stupid question, I lean into him. Pressing my chest against his, throws him off guard. He smiled in delight, raising his right hand from my arm to touch rather gently to my cheek. It wasn’t until I rose my right knee into the tender spot between his legs with such a swiftness and force that it caused his knees to buckle that he realized I wasn’t showing affection..  
 
      
 
      I was gaining leverage. 
 
      
 
    I felt Carl pull me in a wide arch, his strength increasing as he witnessed Tim’s moment of education. Carl decidedly threw me sideways into the bar and two of the open stools. “..she’s heavier than she looks!” 
 
      
 
    They were both augmented. Carl had cybernetics which made things a bit more even. And even though Tim was scrawny he was a heavyworlder.  
 
      
 
      A little more durable than I had initially pegged him for, but no matter. 
 
      
 
      The force of my body slamming against a solid surface lit up my pain receptors. I really didn’t anticipate feeling anything but satisfaction during the course of this retaliation. 
 
      
 
      “..you calling me fat?..” I hear a few of the other patrons snicker. So happy to entertain them. Pressing my backside from the stools I again lunge forward, but this time aiming my forehead to collide with Tim’s. 
 
      
 
    He lifts his glass, still half full with his choice liquor to his face in an attempt to dissuade me from crashing my head into his own. Just as he was.. only moments before.. I am committed to seeing this interaction through.  
 
      
 
      There was a familiar sound of shattering glass as my forehead struck Tim’s hand and the base of his cup. Cracking against his face, the newly jagged pieces slicing into his flesh. That blunt collision to my skin would likely leave a small bruise, so we both weren’t without at least some level of discomfort. 
 
      
 
    Tim fell backwards in shock and no doubt a substantial amount of pain.  
 
      
 
    Carl wasn’t going to be quite so cooperative. He dropped his badge and wrapped his freehand around my throat, lifting me into the air and then immediately down. Body slamming me into the rock hard surface of the bar top. I could feel it splinter underneath the sheer magnitude of the impact and my natural weight. 
 
      
 
    Even as I was tossed onto the tabletop I had Tim in my sights. He and the other two officers scrambled to the weapons cache. If I didn’t gain control of this pretty soon, it’s assured I would be killing every single one of them. And let’s be honest.. that’s a shit ton of paperwork. 
 
      
 
      I roll over, toppling onto the floor between the bar stools, grappling Carl. I wrap both of my arms firmly around his left, as he still grips at my neck. Bringing the soles of my boots to meet his chest and abdomen. 
 
      
 
    Carl grunts as I resituate and maneuver him with the use of his own weight. “..I weigh like twice your weight little girl!” He laughs, unexpectedly. “..you can’t toss me around.. all by yourself..” 
 
      
 
      I am obviously confused.   
 
      
 
      What was he talking about? I’m not trying to throw this guy. In truth, I didn’t want to touch him in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “..doubtless her aim is to engage you in a laborious exchange of strength..” That same voice from before rang out, only it came from somewhere outside my field of vision.  
 
      
 
    He was definitely closer this time but still using that outdated dialect. “..one might consider relinquishing before things escalate..” 
 
      
 
    “..what part of we don’t understand a word you’re saying is so hard to comprehend?!..” Carl looked up at the guy speaking just behind me. His grip only tightened at the man’s warning. “..when I’m done playing with this girl, I am going to personally see to it you get a lesson in Basic.. with my fists..” 
 
      
 
      Okay Carl, I’m done. And so are you.  
 
      
 
    “..don’t say you weren’t gifted with a fair warning..” The old guy mumbled to himself before taking a seat casually in the other open barstool. “ ..her blood is that of the..” He said a word I didn’t recognize.  
 
      
 
      Carl grunted again, but this time he was trying to pick me back up. I extended my back first, arching it to its peak. Carl’s arm straining to remain straight. As the cybernetics resist being folded in the opposite direction, I straighten out my legs. Applying both leverage and grip, the synthetic fibers carefully sewn and graphed to Carl’s bone and residual muscle tissue began to separate.  
 
      
 
    Carl’s eyes went white.  
 
      
 
      I couldn’t even imagine the kind of pain that he was about to fully experience.  
 
      
 
       From the look on his face... neither could Carl. 
 
      
 
      I don’t stop pulling until the cybernetic implant unravels in my arms. A foreign muffled sound escaped Carl’s armpit as I rip out every meticulously woven metal thread. It sounds much like tiny mechanical gyros screaming in defiance.  
 
      
 
      Come to think of it.. that’s probably exactly what it is.. 
 
      
 
    Blood, oil and synthetic protein fluid erupt from the wound. Carl stumbling off of me, twirling about until collapsing on the wooden ramp several paces from his friends.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t speak, the pain was far too great.  
 
      
 
    He simply looked down at what was left of his shoulder. 
 
      
 
      Sitting there, slowly bleeding out. 
 
      
 
    “..impeccable..” The bystander said matter of factly. Or at least that’s what I thought he said. “..predictions for such an outcome were precise calculations..” Angling my head, I squinted up at the figure of a man casually sitting on the stool next to me. “..alternatively in general summation all parties left the circumstances fully intact..” He paused before trailing off. “....” 
 
      
 
      Fully intact?  
 
      
 
      Oh shit..! I look down and sure enough, Carl was half a room away and there I was... still hugging his arm. Rolling over off of my back, more specifically off of my shoulder blades, I stood.  
 
      
 
      Dropping the severed arm at my feet.  
 
      
 
    Tim cocked his pistol and pointed in my general direction. And after everything that had just transpired.. that action was the moment my father would have given me the justification for death. 
 
      
 
      I know, it’s a little confusing.  
 
      
 
      Turning to face the injured Tim, blood dripping down his face and staining his clothes. I casually stretch out my neck, allowing the slow.. steady chain of pops to comfort my senses.  
 
      
 
    “..maybe the crazy old man has a point, Benard...” The barkeep spoke to Tim as he lifted an empty glass and began wiping it down. 
 
      
 
    “..Sid! you..” Tim stuttering with adrenaline pulsing through his veins. “..you and Enki stay the hell out of this!”  
 
      
 
    He was shifting back and forth on his feet, gearing himself up to remain focused.  
 
      
 
    “..reconsider..” The old man interjects in the foreign tongue of our ancestors. “..covered in melam, near impenetrable...”  
 
      
 
      Is he referring to my nilofiber armor? 
 
      
 
    “as sure as my name is Enki..” Firm and confident the wrinkled man continues speaking in Iovitian. “she is Annunaki.”    
 
      
 
      Enki? Wait! 
 
      
 
      Is that some off shoot of Enoch? 
 
      
 
    That’s not possible..  
 
      
 
      No... this guy is like super old. 
 
      
 
      What in the hell was this guy rambling on about? Anna-whaty? This is why mother was so adamant about me learning to speak every language..  
 
      
 
    Tim’s eyes were wild, dancing to and fro between his friends and me standing perfectly still.  
 
      
 
      My body facing away from him, I angle myself to give him the smallest target possible. If this guy was going to shoot at me, I don’t have to make it easy for him... that’s for damn sure. 
 
      
 
    “..probably wouldn’t dally too much about this decision Benard.. I seriously doubt Doyle is going to last much longer bleeding out like that..” Sid pleads with Tim. 
 
      
 
    Tim looks down at his friend, shock taking hold of Carl.  
 
      
 
    Tim lowers his weapon and tucks it into the holster at his waist. “..come on you assholes..” Tim barked at the two cowering behind the cache kiosk. “..rookies..” he mumbled under his breath before they all three helped Carl out of the establishment. 
 
      
 
      “..Tim’s name was Benard?” I shook my head. I was way off! And Carl.. well at least I kept a souvenir. Reaching down I lift the cybernetic arm up onto the bar top and slid it forward. 
 
      
 
    “..Tim?” Sid asked with a confused look about his face. 
 
      
 
      “..not important..” I said dismissively. Tapping the smooth metallic surface of Carl’s arm, I motion to the bar keep. “..what can a girl get for one of these bad boys?”  
 
      
 
    “..whatever you want..” A random guy on the other side of the bar blurted out. His drinking companion snickering at the remark. 
 
      
 
    Sid set a glass in front of me with a clear liquid filled generously to the brim. He retrieved the arm from his bartop and set it down somewhere behind the serving area.  
 
      
 
      I nod to him politely before taking up the glass. Placing it to my lips i drank the entire thing in one gulp.  
 
      
 
    Water.  
 
      
 
    He gave me a giant glass of water.  
 
      
 
      I put the empty container back onto the bar. 
 
      
 
      Smart ass. 
 
      
 
      “..you were just going to stand by and watch me get tossed around by your friends?” Reaching forward I test the stools I had just recently been wedged between for structural integrity. Only one of which wasn’t completely broken.  
 
      
 
      Sitting next to this Enki character, I stare blankly at Sid.  
 
      
 
    Both of these two individuals hadn’t really done much of anything but talk through the whole ordeal. 
 
      
 
    “..you seemed to be calling enough attention to yourself without my help..” Sid shrugs and gives me a slight smile in ways of a response.  
 
      
 
      I allow my eyes to trail over his features.  
 
      
 
    He was somewhere in his mid to late thirtieth stage of his lifecycle. He had peppering hair of whites, greys and brown. A darker olive complexion, brown eyes and an average frame. 
 
      
 
    “..what is a young Vanguard with a name like Lirenvadra doing in the one place Vanguards aren’t particularly welcomed with open arms..” He cringed. “..Doyle of course is the exception not the rule..” 
 
      
 
      “..young?!?” I raise my left brow with an inquisitive look plastering my face. Trying not to sound overly offended by the careless remark. “..you do realize that I’m probably three to four times your age, right?” 
 
      
 
    “..right..right.. I’m not sure how you people do things out on the Fringe of known civilization..” He pauses a moment. “..but here in the True Capital of The Civilized Factions… if you look underage, you’ll get water. I only react based upon the obvious things right in front of me.. safer for things like..keeping one’s license to sell spirits and such..” 
 
      
 
      “..I’m not sure if I should be flattered or insulted..” Shifting slightly in the stool, I resituate my jacket. Covering up.  
 
      
 
      I really didn’t need any more unexpected conversations with the locals. 
 
      
 
    “..be whatever you like..” Sid refills another patron’s glass, turning his attention to the couple stationed on the other side of the bar. “..but in here, you’ll likely be it sober..” 
 
      
 
      Cute. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m looking for someone..” I speak firmly, purposefully being as clear and confident as possible. Playing with the rim of the empty glass in front of me. “..First Generation Operative 440, Enoch..” 
 
      
 
    “..shhh, shh... shhh..” The old guy, I think they had called him Enki? The guy was noticeably uncomfortable with me calling out that particular official designation. He raises both of his hands and places his index fingers to his lips, shushing me. Lowering his voice before he responds. “.. Enki..” 
 
      
 
    “...Ruler of the Four Corners of the Universe..” The barkeep interjects making a grand gesture of a bow in Enoch’s general direction. “..Lord of Ur?” 
 
      
 
    “..Earth..” Enoch said flatly. 
 
      
 
      “..You’re kidding me right?” Taking a moment to size up the aging old man seated next to me. Squinting, I try to commit his features to memory. 
 
      
 
      Enoch appears to be well into his later life cycles. Pushing the tail end of his lifespan.  
 
      
 
      We’re talking thousands of cycles old. Last stretch kind of old. 
 
      
 
    He has silver and grey hair slicked back in meticulous waves. Deep brown eyes accented by overgrown eyebrows, unkempt and tangling outward in every direction. Wrinkles and rough patches of amber, aging skin crease across his face and down his neck. Dressed in a bomber jacket, casual clothes and stained work boots.  
 
      
 
    He sat straight, his frail frame hunches near his shoulders. “..where hath your eyes glimpsed upon my visage?..” raising his glass he finished off the remainder of alcohol within it before setting it next to mine. “..mine is a presence hidden by time and great patience.” 
 
      
 
      Wow my brain is working double time trying to keep up with this guy. If it’s not terrible enough that my translation skills are absolutely pathetic, I’m pretty sure I can feel a migraine creeping in. 
 
      
 
      “..how did I find you?!” I merely pointed to his empty glass. It was almost comical watching as he realized the trail was that obvious. “..open tab..”  
 
      
 
    Enoch just shook his head before slamming his hands down onto the bartop, the aggressive action signaling the barkeep. “..condemnation, Sid!” 
 
      
 
    Sid scowled in our direction. “..what?!?” Clearing the bartop in front of the patrons just on the other side of Enoch before making his way to us. 
 
      
 
    “..balance the ledger..” Enoch reaches into his pants pocket and tosses several credchips onto the tabletop. Bringing his right thumb down on a random chip he pushed it forward. “..funds shall be plentiful on this account.” 
 
      
 
    He seems satisfied with himself, collecting the remainder of his stash of stolen or counterfeit tokens. Enoch shoves the whole handful back into his pocket.  
 
      
 
      Julia would be proud. 
 
      
 
      “..wait..” It hits me, Sid is responding to Enoch without so much of a hint of hesitation. “..you speak Iovitian?” 
 
      
 
    “..Language was my major course of study at the Lyceum..” Sid lowers his voice. His attention wavering into a distant memory. 
 
      
 
    As quickly as the moment struck it dissipates and he blinks. “..thought I could barter my way into a colonization program.. and now I’m a bartender..” 
 
      
 
      “..Be sure and put that you have a brilliant personality on your next application..” I can’t help but smile at my own cheap shot at the naïve barkeep. “..I hear they give special considerations for useless things like humor..and you know.. translating archaic languages..” 
 
      
 
      I definitely upset him a little with that one… 
 
      
 
    “..who names their kid Lirenvadra anyways.....” As Sid forms the words and says them aloud, I could tell Enoch had figured it out in mid sentence.  
 
      
 
    Quickly and without much warning the old man stood stepping just out of arm’s reach. 
 
      
 
      Now that escalated quickly. 
 
      
 
      “..Relax..” This guy has got to have some serious trust issues between him and my father, or he’s incredibly guilty of something. “..I’m guessing you know what I came for..?” I had no idea what this guy knew or what he had on him. So naturally I pulled a play out of my father’s list of mind tricks. 
 
      
 
    “..indubitably..” Enoch glances around the immediate area.  
 
      
 
      Ugh. I really should’ve paid more attention in language studies. 
 
      
 
      “.. I’m not here to harm you..” Well I mean, I could easily be here to harm him, but it wasn’t my first priority. I made sure to look at him with a significant amount of reassurance. 
 
      
 
    Enoch froze in place, his breathing shallow. He was no longer paying me any attention. Those deep brown eyes were affixed to the entrance of the bar. 
 
      
 
      Before I even turn my head, I hear the creaking of wooden boards from a heavy new patron. I knew that shuffling of feet like I knew my own heartbeat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Enoch and I said her name in unison. “..Julia..” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



.Proposition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “..hey, this isn’t exactly a family establishment little girl..!” Sid called out to Julia from behind the bar. 
 
      
 
    “..quiet, Sid!” Enoch rose his right hand to his mouth and wiped his lips. “..this isn’t the time..” 
 
      
 
      Did he just speak Colonial Basic? 
 
      
 
    Julia casually walks across the room, moving past several patrons before reaching the bartop. She eyes the broken stool next to me and began climbing into the stool where Carl was sitting just moments before. Her little workboots dangling as she sat, her arms barely long enough to reach the bar. With her left hand, she nonchalantly picks up the IRC badge and examines it. Looking down at the broken stool between us, she sets down the totem and slides it and Carl’s discarded drinking glass out of her way. Folding her hands about her lap, she peers over the countertop in silence. 
 
      
 
    Enoch was equally silent. Still standing several paces from me, watching Julia’s movements religiously. It was almost as if he was frightened to move or interact in any fashion. 
 
      
 
      And here I was, sitting smack dab in the middle of this incredibly peculiar situation. Definitely feeling some kind of way about this shit.  
 
      
 
      “..Jewels..” I feel my eyes squinting and brow furrowing, likely a mirror image of my mother’s. “..what exactly are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Julia shrugs before she dismissively responds. “..the monies I gave you were transferred to a local account.. I figured you were in trouble..” She definitely wasn’t budging on her rationality. 
 
      
 
      “..I would have signaled the ship if I were in any kind of danger..” But she knew that. There wasn’t any reason why she needed to physically leave the ship. I was curious, if just out of spite, to see what kind of excuse she was going to throw out for this one. 
 
      
 
    “..Twitch and I both agreed..” Julia retorted, as if I cared what the Medical Drone or its counterparts thought about anything. “..besides, we were supposed to be on radio silence, if I came to assist you it made more sense..” 
 
      
 
      Yep. She just wanted a reason, any reason would do, to get off that ship. And my little act of charity gave her enough to justify it, in her mind. 
 
      
 
      Whatever.. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      And then it hits me.  
 
      
 
    Enoch said Julia’s name at the exact same instant I did. There was no mistaking it. He called out to her without a moment of hesitation.  
 
      
 
      Raising my left hand into the air to signify that I have a question, I pause for a moment but don’t wait to be called upon. “..how exactly do you two know each other?” 
 
      
 
    “..Earth..” Enoch says matter of factly. As if no further explanation was needed and no other clarification made sense. 
 
      
 
    “..Amenthes..” Julia says defiantly in retort. Correcting him on his designation of the prison world.  
 
      
 
      Wait a minute. Earth? My brain hurts. 
 
      
 
      “..when could you have possibly interacted while on Earth?” My brows furrowing in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “..it was a long time ago..” Julia says with certainty. “..Enoch here made quite a name for himself, enslaving millions and fighting his fellow Operatives over power for ages..” 
 
      
 
    “..The Annunaki and I attest, actions were taken to protect the inhabitants..” Enoch rose his voice, obviously Julia had hit some kind of nerve. “..have I not atoned?!” 
 
      
 
      Really?! Now he’s back to speaking Iovitian. Nunak? Doesn’t that mean children?  
 
      
 
      This whole interaction is starting to weigh heavily on my mental processes. 
 
      
 
    “..I don’t know who these sky people are.. but have you atoned?..” Julia spoke distantly, slowly turning at the hips to face him. Her childlike features void of emotion. I could tell that she was tapping into my father’s experience with interrogation tactics. “..Is that a serious question?..” 
 
      
 
      Of course Julia speaks Iovitian!  
 
      
 
      “..am I the only one having difficulty following this guy?” Honestly, Iovitian really was a pretty difficult subject for me. That and mathematics, they just that never really clicked. 
 
      
 
      Now violence on the other hand? 
 
      
 
      That is a language I speak fluently. 
 
      
 
    Julia just stares at me. Her blank expression was one of disinterest and redirection. 
 
      
 
      Right. Not the time. 
 
      
 
      I’m wandering again. 
 
      
 
      Focus Lirenvadra! 
 
      
 
    Enoch finally shifts on his feet, taking a step backwards.  
 
      
 
      Oh yeah, he is about to bounce out on us.  
 
      
 
      I can totally feel it. 
 
      
 
    “..Thayden promised! Protect the box! Protect the box he said. Safe! I protect the box, keep it safe..” Enoch was shaking, his entire body was trembling with fear or adrenaline, I seriously couldn’t tell which. “..Only way to escape stasis. Must keep box. I should have known he couldn’t be trusted!” 
 
      
 
      Box? Stasis? What is he even talking about? Oh man, this thing went sideways the moment Julia showed up. Maybe it was doomed from the beginning, I mean this guy sounds like he’s about to lose his shit. 
 
      
 
    “..I won’t allow you to capture me again!..” Enoch points his finger at Julia. “..taken from my people, locked away on that spaceship. I won’t allow it!” 
 
      
 
      Confusion plastered about my face, I try and make sense of how quickly this situation degraded. 
 
      
 
    Enoch begins rocking back and forth mumbling something incoherently underneath his breath.  
 
      
 
      “..we just came for the box, Old Man.” I said pointedly, a sarcasm laced in my voice to accentuate how out of hand things were getting. “..give us the auxiliary frame and we’ll disappear..” 
 
      
 
    “..wait.. what?!?” Enoch flinched as if he had just had something thrown at him while in deep contemplation. “..oh..okay..” He paused again. The realization that we weren’t here to harm him seemed almost beyond his comprehension. “..wait....WHAT?!?” 
 
      
 
    Julia rolls her eyes in annoyance. 
 
      
 
      I mean, I’m usually good at this sort of thing. You know? Convince the person I know more about the situation than they do, get them to talk and tell me all of their deepest darkest secrets. The whole process was kind of my expertise. So seeing it go so terribly wrong? Yeah, I’m pretty sure both Enoch and I are equally as confused with how this whole thing went down. 
 
      
 
      “..the auxiliary frame..” I repeat myself, ensuring that he had heard me properly. Honestly, the color seemed to be draining from his face. A particularly difficult task considering his strong olive complexion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence in the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “..might I have a word with you a moment?” Enoch motioned me over towards him with a wave of his right hand. The uneasiness he had previously displayed, completely absent in his demeanor. 
 
      
 
      Shaking my head at the theatrics, Julia and I make eye contact for a second. As usual, I find it difficult to read her stoic disposition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugs and I return the gesture.  
 
      
 
      Slowly and reluctantly, I slide down off of the stool and make my way over to the aging Operative. Picking at my teeth with the tip of my tongue, this excitement was already wearing pretty thin. 
 
      
 
    Enoch let his gaze dart across the expanse of the bar before gauging the distance between Julia and our little huddle. He lowers his voice to the faintest of whispers. “..Is it wise to procure the singular object your father went to great lengths to keep from that machine?” 
 
      
 
      Playing along with his little paranoid routine, I too look around. 
 
      
 
      Lowering my voice to match his.  
 
      
 
      “..how about you worry less about that and more about what I’m going to do to you if you don’t cooperate?” I made sure to end with my eyes focusing on his, just to emphasize how serious I was in following through.  
 
      
 
      I mean, he did just watch me rip a guy’s arm clear off..  
 
      
 
    …how much more convincing was I going to need to get? 
 
      
 
    Enoch pushed his tongue up against his lower lip, as if actually contemplating the two options. “..Thayden terrifies me..” He paused, likely for dramatic effect. “..apologies, but my brother’s wrath is of a lot more dire consequence..” 
 
      
 
      “..trust me..” I smiled sweetly, making it a point to roll my eyes with exaggeration. “..if my father marooned you here.. he doesn’t consider you much of family anymore..” 
 
      
 
      Which is an obvious understatement, if I have ever said one… 
 
      
 
    “..all the more reason to keep myself put and not test further harm to life or limb..” He seemed pretty confident in his resolve.  
 
      
 
      It was obvious to me in that moment, despite Enoch being some hotshot engineer.. he lacked imagination. 
 
      
 
    “..Enki..” Sid quietly interjects. “..it’s not really my place to get in the middle of this, man.” Pausing a moment. “..but, didn’t we just watch this girl rip a guy’s arm clean off?” 
 
      
 
    Enoch rolled his eyes before shaking his head in disapproval. “..this is a terrible idea..” It was abrupt, but he actually started speaking Colonial Basic somewhere in the midst of all of this. 
 
      
 
    “..I’m just saying..” Sid tilts his head with a slight shrug. “..she doesn’t really sound like she’s asking..” 
 
      
 
    Backing away from me, Enoch exaggerates his movements as he sidesteps and stands at the bar. “..I know. Care to pour me one for the road?..” As the barkeep went to pouring another drink, Enoch tried steadying his breathing. Slowly he turns his attention towards Julia. 
 
      
 
    Julia sat watching Sid pour the fermented beverage into Enoch’s glass. Her hands still resting atop her lap, feet dangling off of the floor. Those tiny red lips parted as if to imitate readying herself to take a sip from an imaginary cup. 
 
      
 
      An unconscious, habitual reaction.. if machines possessed them. 
 
      
 
    “..still hung up on not having tastebuds, huh, Little Terror?” Enoch smirks seeing how longingly Julia stares at the glass. He wraps his fingers around the base of the cup and pulls it up to his mouth before Sid finishes pouring. 
 
      
 
    “..hey!” Sid blurts out as Enoch startles him, causing him to spill more than he managed to get into the glass in the first place. “..come on!” 
 
      
 
      “..I’m taking this as a positive sign?” I ask with obvious uncertainty.  
 
      
 
    “..You sure about this? The guy’s not right in the head..” Sid points to his own temple. “..I’m not sure he ever really knows what language he’s using let alone where he might have stashed some valuable artifact..” He trails off. “..Honestly, I’m surprised he hasn’t started talking to himself again..” 
 
      
 
    Enoch downs the entire thing in one gulp, wiping his mouth with his sleeve before slamming the glass to the bartop.  
 
      
 
    Julia jerks her body as if frightened by the aggressive action. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Strange.  
 
      
 
      I have never seen Julia flinch.  
 
      
 
    “..Alright Kids..” Enoch begins walking away from us towards the weapons lockup. “..let’s go do something stupid!” 
 
      
 
    Julia begins turning in her seat to begin climbing down from the barstool.  
 
      
 
      Instinctively, I move behind her. Gently wrapping my right arm around her I lift her up. Pulling her to my chest before lowering her to the floor. The interaction was fluid, completely natural for the two of us. 
 
      
 
    Julia stood, brushing her hands down her sides, folding out the creases in her sundress and adjusting her shorts. 
 
      
 
    “..this is a terrible idea..” Enoch mutters loudly. Tilting his head, he catches sight of the exchange between Julia and I. Unable to accept the closeness shared between human and machine, he shutters before spitting on the floor in disgust. 
 
      
 
    “..oh, man.. seriously Enki!?” Sid throws up his hands in protest. “..you couldn’t wait until you got outside for that? That’s just not right..” 
 
      
 
    We three watch as Enoch walks up the ramp, mumbling something in a language unfamiliar to me. 
 
      
 
      It’s riddled with vowel sounds and bounces around quite frequently. Definitely not Iovitian. 
 
      
 
      Making a point to try and register even a small fraction of the language next time the old man used the dialect, I turn my attention to the barkeep.  
 
      
 
    “..see what I mean?” Sid grabs the discarded glasses and begins cleaning them, probably more aggressively than necessary. “..he has no idea what he’s saying or where he is half of the time..” 
 
      
 
      I just scowl in silence, turning my gaze back to Enoch as he marches out. The bartender might see this little hiccup in his patron’s character as quirky, I find it slightly alarming.  
 
      
 
    “..Hun!” The toothless kiosk worker calls after Enoch. She tries to get his attention by tapping on the glass screen in front of her. “..you’n forgots yah weapons!!” 
 
      
 
    Enoch waves her off as he pushes out the door, calling out in a half fit of disinterest. “..where I’m going.. carrying a weapon is only going to get me killed faster..”  
 
      
 
    The door swung closed and his voice was muffled by the metal barrier. 
 
      
 
      “..I guess that means we have ourselves a deal..” I gently reach down and touch Julia’s shoulders to indicate that we should likely follow him. Her little feet move forward and I begin following behind her. 
 
      
 
    “..you’re welcome to come back anytime!” Sid called out as we walked up the wooden ramp. “..but please don’t..” 
 
      
 
      This guy is a bundle of sarcasm. 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels can you go keep an eye on our new tour guide, make sure he doesn’t run off and get himself lost?” Reaching into my jacket pocket I retrieve the claim token. 
 
      
 
    Julia obediently continues walking, her tiny hands push the metal door open. She too disappears out the front door. 
 
      
 
    “..quites the number‘ did on them boys!” That thick accent, like torture on my ears as the kiosk worker spoke. Cackling softly to herself as she seems to recollect the state of Tim and Carl sprawling out of the bar moments before. She slid my gun out of the opening in her counter. 
 
      
 
      Setting the token next to her hand, she quickly grabbed my wrist. Her free hand slowly slides a NavTech pistol through the opening and rests it next to my father’s relic.  
 
      
 
      I didn’t feel threatened, there was a tenderness to her touch. 
 
      
 
    “..ssa gift..” She said firmly, before widening her mouth in what I at first thought was a horrendous attempt at a smile. She realizes I wasn’t understanding the gesture so she raises her right hand and points at her mouth, indicating her missing teeth. “..fur doin’ what I’n lacked the courage a’do..”  
 
      
 
      It’s against Titan protocol to accept gifts from civilians, but I knew from experience that turning down a gift from Outer Rim folk was disrespectful. I nodded to her, without words. 
 
      
 
    She too nodded before squeezing my hand a final time and releasing me.  
 
      
 
      I return my father’s 9mm back into my holster, feeling much more myself with it back on my person. Following the customs of the Outer Rim, I inspected the NavTech pistol in front of the previous owner. Drawing my fingers slowly over the grip, turning it sidelong an admiring its trigger. 
 
      
 
      It was a very worn weapon, as most of these older models are.. but it was clean.  
 
      
 
      She had done her best to restore and maintain it. I could tell, this was one she cared for a great deal. I pulled the slide back and examine the opening of the chamber. Uncle Mac would be shitting himself right about now. 
 
      
 
    She smiled now, I’m guessing that the look on my face was evidence enough how much I appreciated the gift. One final item was delicately placed on the counter.  
 
      
 
    A magazine. 
 
      
 
      Bowing my head to her in thanks, she returns the formality before cocking her head in a playful gesture of dismissal. 
 
      
 
      Popping the fully loaded magazine into the well, I lift the rim of my jacket and slide the barrel under my waistline. The newly acquired weapon now resting at the small of my back. Ruffling my jacket I conceal the pistol and exit the establishment. 
 
   
  
 




.Intersection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      As I feel my hand leave the cool metal surface of the bar door, my senses are once again overtaken by the thick humidity of the outside world. There was an uncomfortable kind of sensation that, feeling as though you were sweating and being smothered by simply breathing. 
 
      
 
      I had hoped that there would be more time to move about before nightfall, but as my luck had been going as of late.. it has already begun to grow darker. The evening air chilled slightly, giving a moderate reprieve from the humid air.. but not much.  
 
      
 
      I collapse the edges of my jacket about my chest and pull the zipper. The fabric was constricting as it hugged my curves tightly.  
 
      
 
      It’s comforting, a welcomed embrace. 
 
      
 
      I find Julia standing patiently a few meters to my left.  
 
      
 
    Enoch pacing nervously back and forth, he stays consistently out of her reach. He is still muttering phrases in a language either long since dead or completely made up.  
 
      
 
      At least he hadn’t wandered off too far. I really wasn’t in the mood to run on this miserable planet. And really.. hadn’t I already suffered enough? 
 
      
 
      “..so where’s this frame anyway?” Moving to stand beside Julia, she reaches up with her right hand and takes a hold of my left. 
 
      
 
    Enoch stops his nervous pacing and stares at the two of us. “..that’s so creepy..” As if the very sight of seeing us holding hands disgusted him, repulsively.  
 
      
 
    Shaking off the sight he turns on his heels and begins walking down the main road. “..we need to pick up something first.. it will help us find what you’re looking for!” He trails off. “..or find what you’re going to be looking for..”  
 
      
 
      This is my first indication that Enoch isn’t playing with a full deck of cards. I mean, besides his bartender giving me a heads up..of course. 
 
      
 
      Unsure of which direction our journey would lead us, Julia and I are left quietly wondering of our next stop.  
 
      
 
    Enoch shoves his hands into his pants pockets and hunches his back stubbornly as he leads us forward.  
 
      
 
      The concrete beneath my boots, blackened sky above. It is almost peaceful. Aside for the occasional flashing lights of traffickers being carted home or the tram passengers being bussed from one location to the next. 
 
      
 
      It isn’t too terrible of an evening stroll.  
 
      
 
      If you’re into those kinds of things, that is..   
 
      
 
      Each aged building we pass in this district seemed as though it tells a story.  
 
      
 
      I wonder if the family I had gifted those credits might live in one.  
 
      
 
      From Julia’s dismissive tone at the bar, she had felt some kind of way about me gifting her money. Otherwise, why exactly did she leave the safety of the ship? She knows very well my combat experience.  
 
      
 
      Would she really have me believe that she came all of this way to save me?  
 
      
 
      The thought of that was almost comical to me.  
 
      
 
      I have been her protector since I was strong enough to defeat her in hand to hand. Even with her heightened processing and response time she was still limited to the imprinted intuition from my father. If he wasn’t watching her fight, she could only use movements that she had been exposed to. In time, she became predictable.  
 
      
 
      I had eventually become her better.  
 
      
 
    Not because she was inferior at fighting technique.  
 
      
 
      No.  
 
      
 
      After thousands of cycles watching my father and the others train Vanguard, she had mastered everything she had seen. Her weakness is circumstantial. Without a human translating irrational motion or a deviation of fighting stance.. Julia was unable to compensate for unexpected changes in form or delivery.  
 
      
 
      In essence, I learned from a very young age to fight dirty. 
 
      
 
      As we turn down a rather dark alley, one of those places that your parents warn you about or that you threaten to take someone you wish to harm extensively.  
 
      
 
    Julia looks up at me with a concern in her light blue eyes.  
 
      
 
      I respond accordingly. “..just how much further are we wandering aimlessly about this germ infested rock?” I call out, annoyance thick within my tone. 
 
      
 
    “... sometimes to get to where you’re going.. you’ve got to remember where you’ve been..” Enoch retorted with equal purpose. “..take a few steps back to ready yourself for the leap forward..”  
 
      
 
      That is either some undeniably profound shit, or Enoch was lost and trying to justify the detour. 
 
      
 
      My money is on the latter option. 
 
      
 
      Then again, perhaps there is something to his logic, though. It’s the way he said it or the possibility that I had a mild concussion forming that still has me thinking. For whatever the reason, there was a familiarity in him I can’t quite identify. 
 
      
 
    “..I miss Twitch..” Julia says with a childlike innocence, her voice perfectly pitched to exhibit sadness, worry and guilt. 
 
      
 
      “..he’s fine..” I squeeze her hand with reassurance. “..he’s probably just staring at the door waiting for us to return..or getting into something he shouldn’t..” 
 
      
 
    “..that doesn’t make me miss him any less..” Julia frowns stubbornly, stomping her feet as she walks beside me. “..he has separation anxiety.. he can’t help it..” 
 
      
 
      “..honestly, Jewels..” I shake my head in disapproval. “..I don’t have any sympathy for you.. you’re the one who left the ship and the Medical Drone alone in the first place..” 
 
      
 
    “..wait..!” Enoch slows his pace, speaking in colonial basic. “..your Medical Drone has separation anxiety..?” 
 
      
 
      “..it’s complicated..” I urge our new tour guide to focus more on the getting us to where we are going and less on Julia’s conversating. “..besides as it pertains to questionable disorders and mental competencies.. you’re not really in a place to judge..” 
 
      
 
    “..blah, blah…blah..” Enoch makes a face before picking up his pace. His annoyance in my relationship and defense of the machines is striking. “..whatever..” 
 
      
 
      It was dawning on me with each step further, this guy was purposely marooned here for a reason. I mean, aside from him being somewhat unstable. I’m starting to draw conclusions.. and I’m fairly certain that my father had good reason to lock him up. 
 
      
 
      Not that I really care either way. 
 
      
 
      So long as it got me the auxiliary frame and closer to figuring out who has taken control over my entire faction. I’m sure whatever trouble this may bring about, mother will help me diffuse my father’s reprimand. 
 
      
 
      As is our usual routine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      We come upon a small gathering of riffraff lining the edge of one side of the alleyway. And trust me, I use riffraff in the absolute most respectful way possible.. but these people were bottom of the barrel types.  
 
      
 
      Extreme bottom. 
 
      
 
    Enoch pushes his way aggressively through the crowd, ushering us to follow. I drew Julia to me, centering her infront as I guided her with my hands, one on each of her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    Exchanging glances with a few of the seedy individuals proves only to upset them.  
 
      
 
      We were lead to a stop in front of what appears to be a salvaged blaster door, now welded to a rather large metal hinge.  
 
      
 
    A burly young man with a semiautomatic rifle stands at ease, an overconfident smirk plastered about his face. You know the ones. He was obviously drunk with his false sense of power holding that weapon.  
 
      
 
      A small part of me really wants to educate him on how to properly hold a gun that deadly. The other part of me knew the sheer fact he had it in his possession was likely just going to get him killed. No doubt before he had the chance to use it anyway. 
 
      
 
    Enoch waves impatiently at the young man to open the door. “...come, come, Pike! I demand entrance to this establishment..” He had resorted back to speaking Iovitian. 
 
      
 
    Pike’s deep roar of a chuckle rolls out of his massive chest. His smooth bald head glistening in the dimly lit entrance. “..Enki, Enki...Enki..” His lips form a genuine smile as he stares Enoch up and down. “..you know perfectly well that Gil doesn’t want you poking around unless you’ve got what you owe..” 
 
      
 
    Enoch impatiently reaches for the door mumbling something dismissively underneath his breath. “..dumu irpadabi amane naansede..” 
 
      
 
      I definitely haven’t ever heard that language before..  
 
      
 
    Pike responds quickly, shouldering his weapon he presses the tip of the muzzle firmly against Enoch’s forehead. “..I like you Enki.. hell.. I still technically owe you a round of drinks..” There was a calmness in his voice as he speaks. “..I might not be able to translate half of the shit you say.. but I can tell when I’m being disrespected..” 
 
      
 
    “..Pike..” It was clear in Enoch’s voice, even with the semiauto point blank against his skull.. he wasn’t threatened by the gesture. And in that moment I realize… the training of an Elite Operative was still very prevalent within him.  
 
      
 
      I had seen Mac muscle his way out of a similar situation effortlessly.  
 
      
 
      Hell, this might turn into a pretty entertaining night afterall.  
 
      
 
      I smile sweetly and speak with latent sarcasm. “..please, don’t feel obligated to hold off on killing him on our part..”  
 
      
 
    Enoch groans. 
 
      
 
    Pike lowers his weapon and holds it casually across his chest and fatty midsection. Those deep brown eyes trailing over my outline. A silver sheen reflecting from his irises.  
 
      
 
      Ocular implants.  
 
      
 
      It was plain to see that he was scanning me for weapons.  
 
      
 
    As his eyes trace over Julia, he twitches and blinks. No doubt his sensors were unable to penetrate her skin. He leans back against the wall. “..never seen an archetype this close up before..” Pike sounds intrigued.  
 
      
 
      Making it a prime point of leverage.  
 
      
 
      I nudge Julia with my left hand to play along.  
 
      
 
    She hesitates a moment before complying.  
 
      
 
    Reaching up to the large young man with her right hand, she turns on the charm. “..Hello Pike! I am Ju...” 
 
      
 
      “..June! This is June.” I interrupt her abruptly and with a terrible, not well thought out interjection, at that. The unfamiliar Earth term fumbling out of my mouth. Trying to come up with an acceptable name that quickly was admittedly pretty rough.  
 
      
 
      I just hope he isn’t that interested in making small talk. 
 
      
 
    Pike rose his brow, eyeing me suspiciously before he smiled. Bending forward he takes ahold of Julia’s hand and gives it a gentle shake. “..Hello there..” He paused trying to say the word phonetically. “..Zhuh..yune...”  
 
      
 
      Straight up butchers it… 
 
      
 
    “..Think you shook me down enough?” Enoch’s voice is filled with annoyance. “..how about you stop pretending you’re tough shit and let us in already?” 
 
      
 
    Pike politely releases Julia’s hand before standing fully. 
 
      
 
    His smile fading as quickly as it had appeared. “..careful Enki.. I’m starting to not appreciate your tone..” He presses his right index finger to his ear and spoke out into thin air. “..Gil, sorry to interrupt you..” There was a delay. “..yeah. Enki’s here and he’s got company..”  
 
      
 
    Julia lowers her hand and lets it rest at her side.  
 
      
 
      Turning to face the large door.  
 
      
 
      I couldn’t help but steal another look at Pike as he turns to grab hold of the only handle.  
 
      
 
    He too, has a cybernetic arm. His wasn’t purely cosmetic, it replaced his entire shoulder blade and sternum. Pike had the surgery to replace an amputation… likely a deformity from birth. 
 
      
 
    His grip tightened and he drew the door open.  
 
      
 
    From the sounds the hinge was making, cries of rebellion mixed with a hint of shuttering underneath immense pressure.. it was obvious that Pike’s augmentation meant his strength could easily have been 2 to 3 times that of even an original Operative.  
 
      
 
      Curiously, it made me wonder. If Pike was that strong, why did he hide behind a semiautomatic rifle.  
 
      
 
      As we step down a slight incline and make our way past Pike, I am granted my answer.  
 
      
 
    While his left arm had been altered, his right arm was not augmented. Infact, the only thing of note was the nearly useless limb has been tethered to his weapon. Held in place with a holster strap.  
 
      
 
      It was albeit crudely fashioned, but I have to hand it to the guy.. I’m sure that it was pretty handy.  
 
      
 
      Pun not entirely intended. 
 
   
  
 



.Clash. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pike shut the door behind us, immediately I feel a familiar rush of pressure fold over every inch of my body. Finally! Civilization on this wretched world.  
 
      
 
      Recycled air and climate control. It’s safe to say that my standards have officially been lowered…to nonexistent. 
 
      
 
    A bustling of voices began growing louder as we walk down the rather long hallway. At first it sounds like laughter, but as we grow closer and closer to the commotion...it was clear.  
 
      
 
     Chanting, cheering and the unmistakable thud as fists struck flesh. 
 
      
 
      “..where the hell have you taken us?!?” Is all I could barely get out, before even my own voice is drown out by the crowd. 
 
      
 
      We walk close behind Enoch, exiting the narrow walkway. The room expands in every direction. Seats had been fashioned out of brick and repurposed scrap metal. All of which are lined up in rows that staggered a hexagonal inverted platform.  
 
      
 
      An arena.  
 
      
 
    Electrified fencing wrapped about the fighting area, trapping the combatants inside.  
 
      
 
      No doubt until a winner emerged.  
 
      
 
      It resembles an amphitheater in matter of size and shape, though I hadn’t seen something this pieced together since Mac’s last science experiment. Both that experiment and this layout were pretty rough, just saying. 
 
      
 
    Enoch guides us around the outside of the seating and up a small flight of stairs leading to a high rise enclosure. 
 
      
 
    Julia moves ahead of me and begins laboriously climbing the stairs with the tip of her tongue poking out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
      She just loves climbing stairs. 
 
      
 
      Something pulls at me, as I hear a clattering of fists striking bare skin. Turning to look down towards the pit, I catch sight of the Titan symbol etched about one of the fighters’ right arm.  
 
      
 
      Squinting, I recognize his face.  
 
      
 
    Odell.  
 
      
 
      What’s he doing in a place like this?  
 
      
 
      Granted if asked the same question, I probably couldn’t answer with a straight face.  
 
      
 
      Seeing him fighting without holding himself back.. it brings an odd sense of nostalgia. He must be earning himself some extra money. 
 
      
 
      Shaking my head at the thought I can hear my father’s voice scolding me. It’s not necessarily against our code of arms to fight or even kill for money.. it’s just sort of frowned upon.  
 
      
 
      It hits me, as I’m halfway up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    If Odell is here on Luna Prime.. that means he is either on leave.. or on mission.  
 
      
 
      I hurry my pace and follow them into the enclosure. An armed guard closing the reinforced door behind me.  
 
      
 
      Oh this isn’t shady at all...  
 
      
 
      I’m almost certainly, definitely going to probably.. have to kill some people. 
 
      
 
    What I assume to be bulletproof glass tiles lined every wall, floor and ceiling in the floating island of a room. The roar of the crowd and cry of battle from the pit were muffled within this transparent cube. Minimal furnishings were tossed about the enclosed space with little to no rhyme or reason. As I look down, it started to make a little more sense. From here, you can I see the entire arena and stands. Nothing was left hidden. A complete top down view. 
 
      
 
    “..Enki.. who is this gorgeous young woman and her impressive toy child..” A voice I hadn’t heard before breaks the silence. “..and more importantly what unexpected and no doubt upright unpleasant tragedy has befell upon them that they are so unfortunate to be in your custody?” 
 
      
 
      His accent was polluted with years of Inner Ring repetition but any fringe can recognize another, no matter how well they try to hide it. This guy was Kozacian. At least I knew what kind of asshole I was about to have to talk to..  
 
      
 
      “..nice open floor plan you’ve got going on..” I speak up, choosing to make Enoch take a backseat. He obviously had some rather difficult history with these people. And I wasn’t much for getting too deep into it. I keep things as light as possible. “..you can see all of the blood splatter and mucous from up here. Classy..” 
 
      
 
    “..ooo!!” The man seems to overemphasize his excitement. “..she’s a fringe girl!” He pauses before moving across the room and extending his right hand. “..the name is Gil..Please feel free to call me.. Gil..” 
 
      
 
    Julia meanders towards a small table, finding no other seats to her liking. She sat down on the surface and frowns. Unimpressed with this leg of the adventure. 
 
      
 
      No doubt she was waiting for this to be over so she could climb down the stairs. 
 
      
 
      “..Gil..” I said in affirmation but refusing to take his hand. It’s not customary for Kozacian citizens to touch each other unless friends or closely related. It’s a display of respect for personal space. And this guy was blatantly being disrespectful. “..I’m going to assume that this rather unsavory dance of yours is because of your past dealings with Enki here?..” 
 
      
 
      Yeah, I gave him a way out of his behavior. Primarily because if he really wanted to escalate things, I was going to make it very clear he had options.  
 
      
 
    Gil looks down at his hand and retracts it, turning away from me he walks to a bench and takes a seat. Motioning to his guard to retrieve something for him. “..apologies.. I merely wanted to ensure your accent wasn’t faked..” He said nonchalantly. A complete lie. But I already knew I was probably going to have to kill him.  
 
      
 
      Sometimes you just.. know these things. 
 
      
 
    “..I assume he’s told you how much he owes..” Gil began tracing his fingers up his stomach to the center of his chest. Eyeing his fingertips with each deliberate action. He was purposely keeping his own attention. Ignoring making eye contact with me or Enoch. 
 
      
 
      He was planning something. 
 
      
 
   
  
 





.Reaper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gil’s guard? Let’s just call him Billy… returned and hands his boss a small metal cube.  
 
      
 
      At first I had thought it was the auxiliary frame. But Enoch wouldn’t possibly be stupid or crazy enough to use something so immensely important as collateral for a gambling debt.. right? 
 
      
 
      “..If it’s a matter of currency, I assure you..” I rest my left hand on my hip. Trying to figure out exactly how much trouble this little interaction was going to erupt. “..it won’t be an issue..” 
 
      
 
    There was a sudden chime of sound as Julia drops several credchips onto the tabletop next to her. A few escape her grasp and fall to the tile floor beneath her feet. 
 
      
 
      Really?  
 
      
 
      She brought a handful of money with her.  
 
      
 
      I don’t even have the words right now. I mean…really?! Just one of those chips has more than enough to buy out Enoch’s debt and then some. 
 
      
 
      I am almost certain this will only end in tears.  
 
      
 
      I shake my head in her general direction.  
 
      
 
    “..well now!” Gil said with a hint of surprise. Pointing to his guard to go collect the tokens. “..that’s definitely a start..” 
 
      
 
    “..start!?” Enoch grunts in protest. His tone displaying his anger, unfiltered. “..you stole that from me and claimed it was for a debt I never owed in the first place!” 
 
      
 
    “..let’s not raise our voices in the company of the fake child, shall we?” Gil sits up straight and wiggles his index finger at Enoch with disapproval.  
 
      
 
    Billy pockets the chips before moving to stand to Gil’s right, a smug look plastered across his face. You could tell that he felt completely in control of the situation. 
 
      
 
      Poor little Billy.  
 
      
 
    “..you will give me the archetype, the chips and any weapons you’ve got hidden on you..” Gil set the small metal object down onto the bench to his left. “..once I am satisfied with the exchange, I will consider turning over this.. thing to you.” 
 
      
 
    Julia just slowly begins shaking her head. She’s unable to conceal the smile creased about her tiny lips. Crossing her hands about her lap, she waits for the inevitable end to this dialogue. 
 
      
 
    “..what’s so amusing my little doll?” Gil speaks sweetly to Julia, raising the pitch of his voice as if he were speaking to a small child or domestic animal. 
 
      
 
    “..you’re trying to renegotiate with a Vanguard..” Enoch blurts out without thought for consequence. Fringe don’t scare easily, especially at the mention of a Vanguard.  
 
      
 
      And this is for sure the second time I question if this man is out of his damn mind.  
 
      
 
      This guy Gil reacts exactly how I would expect any self respecting Fringe dipshit to act.  
 
      
 
    Gil rests his left hand over Enoch’s collateral and waves in our general direction. Delight in his features. “..no deal!” His guard raises his gun and sways it back and forth between Enoch and me.  
 
      
 
      This is what I get for letting the crazy guy speak. 
 
      
 
    “..didn’t you just hear what I said?!?” Enoch spews out his hatred and frustration.  
 
      
 
      Of course he heard you. 
 
      
 
    Dumbass.  
 
      
 
      You just gave him a new angle. 
 
      
 
    “..oh I heard you..” Gil smiles contentment in his voice. “..but seeing as the Vanguard are interested in this here trinket.. the price has just doubled..” 
 
      
 
      Yep.  
 
      
 
      I am definitely going to have to kill this guy. 
 
      
 
      It happened quickly. 
 
      
 
    As Billy slowly drew his gun away from me to point at Enoch, I reach for my holster.  
 
      
 
      Muscle memory taking over, my right hand grips my father’s weapon, releasing the safety. I lower myself to kneel and simultaneously aim the gun. Pulling the trigger two shots leave the barrel.  
 
      
 
    My first bullet strikes the unsuspecting chump in his chest, the second blisters through his forehead. Dropping Billy faster than he has time to register he’s dead. 
 
      
 
      Bye, bye Billy. 
 
      
 
    Gil screams. 
 
      
 
    Julia scoots to the edge of the table and bends down collecting her chips from the floor and out of the dead man’s pockets. 
 
      
 
      Standing I slowly clear the distance between Gil and I.  
 
      
 
      “..shhh...” Nestling the muzzle of the 9mm against his lips. The heat from the released rounds singeing his sensitive flesh. “..give me the cube..” 
 
      
 
    Gil shakes his head defiantly, mumbling his disdain and a string of profanity underneath his breath. 
 
      
 
      I lower my weapon and fire it.  
 
      
 
    Piercing his left leg, the bullet exits his body and connects with the floor tile beneath us. Gil cries out in agony before biting his lower lip. Trying to somehow maintain or regain some dignity. 
 
      
 
      “..shit..!” I sigh and holster my weapon. 
 
      
 
    “..what’s wrong?” Enoch asks as he begins moving towards the door. 
 
      
 
      “..I wanted to try out my new gun..” Frowning at the lost opportunity, I reach down and take the metal cube from Gil. I’m always doing shit like that! Looking down at the cube-like object idly within my hands.  
 
      
 
      Tiny grooves and fingernail thin indentions lining the exterior.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps some strange tribal markings?  
 
      
 
      I can’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    “..you’re not going to kill him?” Enoch grabs the door handle and turns to face me. 
 
      
 
      “..I mean.. I was planning on it..” As I say my absent thoughts aloud, there is a tiny cracking sound. Something so soft that only the keen hearing of a Vanguard could pick up. 
 
      
 
    Enoch and I both look at each other before slowly turning. 
 
      
 
    Julia is standing, frozen in place as the floor tile beneath her and Gil begins to blister, scattering cracks within its surface in weblike formations.  
 
      
 
      “...Julia..” Motioning her to move slowly towards me.  
 
      
 
    Gil somehow becomes unnervingly calm, almost as if a clarity has washed over him. No. It was shock. He was bleeding a lot and the floor thing? Yeah. He was definitely in shock. “..come here little girl..” He says sweetly, reaching out his right hand to Julia. 
 
      
 
    The look on Julia’s face was priceless. I mean, absolutely priceless! Without so much as a moment to entertain Gil’s request, Julia takes several steps forward onto the next tile. 
 
      
 
    Gil lowers his hand and sits perfectly still. “..you..” That fringe accent spilling out without any hidden inflections or annunciation. “..you can’t just leave me here?” 
 
      
 
      Julia comes to stand beside me and looking up with those big blue eyes of hers, we exchange a silent bit of dialogue.  
 
      
 
      Reaching into my jacket pocket I retrieved the credit chip. Maneuvering it in between my thumb and index finger before flicking it in Gil’s direction. “..you’re right.. he’s fare for the tram..” 
 
      
 
    We watch, almost as if in slow motion as the tiny coin spirals and somersaults effortlessly in the air, arching towards the center of the room with reckless abandon. Gil’s eyes go wide as he instinctively reaches out for the token. Catching it would have been impressive.. but he didn’t. Instead the chip falls to the cracked floor below. We all stare half expecting the added movement from Gil’s fruitless attempt at dexterity to cause the entire tile to collapse.  
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Gil sits back resting leisurely on the bench. 
 
      
 
      Anticlimactic and a bit disappointing for all of us, I shove the tiny metal object aggressively into Enoch’s chest. He wraps his right arm protectively around the trinket before he opens the door and we descend the stairs. The crowd still chanting as Odell bashes the head of his challenger against the concrete.  
 
      
 
      “..honestly though..” I say aloud. “..who builds an entire enclosure above a seedy ass fight club and doesn’t make it out of bulletproof glass?..” 
 
      
 
      I shouldn’t have said anything. 
 
      
 
       As we found ourselves back into the noise and completed our descent onto the ground floor... large sheets of glass, mismatched furniture and the bodies of two men fell from the ceiling. Colliding, crashing down onto the crowd below and slicing the fencing surrounding the fighting pit. 
 
      
 
    Bystanders were either heavily injured, bleeding.. knocked unconscious or worse. Panic and chaos take hold and people begin to scatter up the staggered inclined seating and push their way out into the hallway leading towards Pike and the alleyway. 
 
      
 
    The three of us stand in silence amidst the chaos.  
 
      
 
      Witnessing the scene from the ground wasn’t exactly how any of us had imagined it. I mean, I assumed there would be at least the two bodies and the glass was a given.. but the rest of this shit was just messy. 
 
      
 
      It was a rush of destruction, unintended consequences and confusion. My Uncle Thomas would be impressed, well probably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Out of the mess, Odell stands in front of me. 
 
      
 
      I’m not sure I even would have noticed he was there if he didn’t have his gun drawn. I pull Julia behind me.  
 
      
 
    Enoch stands unquestionably still with wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    “..Liren?” Odell seems incredibly shocked to see me. His dark brown skin glistening with perspiration, those green eyes peering back into my own. “..we’ve been looking everywhere for you!” 
 
      
 
      It was in that moment. I knew he was there with his squad. If they had all been looking for me, it means that three more Titan were already in route to our location. Possibly more. 
 
      
 
      This is no time for second guessing.. no flinching or hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “..come with me..” Odell ‘s voice seems to echo in the corridors of my mind. “..I’m taking you and Julia back to Meridian.” He rose his gun. 
 
      
 
      Moving my left hand from shielding Julia’s face, my fingers instinctively fold around the grip of the NavTech pistol tucked within my waistline at the small of my back.  
 
      
 
      Drawing the gun forward with such a swiftness, steadfastness and certainty.  
 
      
 
    Odell didn’t even have a chance to see death coming.  
 
      
 
      My family was threatened.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The training takes hold.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      I act. 
 
      
 
      And with one pull of the trigger, two split seconds and three more shots to the center of his chest ensuring he wasn’t getting up. Odell fell mercilessly to the ground at my feet… with four new holes. 
 
      
 
      Checking the weight and balance of the pistol, I nod appreciatively. Not a bad little beastie. Not a bad little beastie, indeed. Allowing the weapon to cool within my grasp, I take Julia’s left hand with my right. “..we’ve got to hurry.. or this will all be for nothing..”  
 
      
 
      Shoving Enoch forward, we followed the crowd into the cramped space of the hallway and spilled out into the alley. 
 
   
  
 



.Jettison. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Barreling out of the confined space, we were greeted by that sticky night air. The temperature had dropped considerably from our short stint within the bunker. Pike was corralling hysterical patrons to keep their voices down and to exit the premises orderly.  
 
      
 
    We come out of the bustle while he’s in midsentence.  
 
      
 
    “..you guys have got to keep your shit together! I’m done playing with you people..” Pike has obviously lost control of the situation. Spotting us he shoves people out of the way. “..I can’t get a hold of anyone inside.. and with all these people running around I can’t fit in the hallway to check things out.” 
 
      
 
      Tucking the pistol back into my waistline, I notice Pike scanning me as he makes his way over.  
 
      
 
      In that moment, there’s one of those awkward silences.  
 
      
 
      I connect with Pike, his gaze meeting my own. 
 
      
 
      It was in his eyes.  
 
      
 
      I immediately know that he knows, that I know that he knows.  
 
      
 
    Pike slows to a stop several meters away.  
 
      
 
    Out of fear or perhaps feelings of obligation for his employers.. vengeance, justice.. vindication.  
 
      
 
    He raises his weapon.  
 
      
 
    Without words, Julia reaches up with her tiny hands and wraps her arms around his weapon and so also his right arm. 
 
      
 
    Startled he looks down at her. And as she tightened her grip, the surprise very quickly became pain and the pain turned into fear.  
 
      
 
    Julia tilts her head and watches as the force of her embrace begins to crush every bone within Pike’s arm. It was fascinating to see the whole interaction. Pike was so confused by what he was seeing and feeling that he didn’t make a sound. It was almost as if he was just accepting that it was happening. Either that or he was mesmerized by Julia being both affectionate and collapsing every bone, compressing and pinching every muscle in his arm. I was even a little impressed by his restraint.  
 
      
 
    As the gun itself begins to crumple and bend underneath the compression, Pike falls backwards passing out from what I can only assume was the very limit of his pain tolerance. 
 
      
 
    “..did she just hug him to death?” Enoch was literally shaking with disbelief. Stumbling sideways and knocking into several of the already startled fight enthusiasts. 
 
      
 
      “..I mean, I don’t think he’s actually dead..” I know, I know. That isn’t the point. Enoch was just trying to comprehend that instead of disarming the heavyset bouncer, Julia chose to hug his arm until... well.. I guess in a way she did disarm him. I motion towards Julia. 
 
      
 
    Julia bends down and tucks a credit chip into Pike’s jacket pocket. Slowly she reaches up and takes my hand. 
 
      
 
      “..we have to get back to the ship..” Pulling Julia behind me, I make no new friends tossing onlookers and aforementioned riffraff out of my path. 
 
      
 
    Enoch cradles the small cube in his arms and trails a few paces back, keeping his distance from Julia. He was quiet.  
 
      
 
    Even as we waited just outside of Sid’s bar. Enoch said absolutely nothing. 
 
      
 
    Julia and I look at each other in silence. She shrugs without any indication that she cares either way and I too find the quiet somewhat refreshing.  
 
      
 
      We stand, the three of us, at a tram stop.. waiting on a shitty ride that was already half an hour late. Seemed almost impossible considering that it was supposed to be a completely automated system. But whatever.  
 
      
 
      The only thing that could possibly make this any worse is if it.. 
 
      
 
      I’m pretty sure I did something to piss off someone or something out there in the universe, because at that very moment... as I contemplated the worst possible scenario for this particular situation.. it happened. 
 
      
 
      A small droplet of warm water kissed my face, followed by another. Looking up into the darkened night sky, rain began to shower down around us. Lowering my head, I just let out a breathy sigh. My shoulders slumping in defeat. 
 
      
 
    Julia was gazing skyward, water cascading down her cheeks and pooling at her feet. The largest smile plastered on her face. 
 
      
 
      If I wasn’t so upset, I likely would have enjoyed the sight as well. Locals call this the black rain season. It’s just a name that describes that it rains at night more. But apparently they swear it means more than that. Omens and positive ions and so on and so forth. Maybe there was some sense to their superstition at afterall? 
 
      
 
      
 
      Who am I to question their beliefs as things stand in my own life?  
 
      
 
      Someone or something has hijacked my father’s empire. In the face of insurmountable odds, I do what I know my father would do. I follow the only lead I have and commit to piecing it all together as I go along. 
 
      
 
      But from the very first step in this journey, I still have this churning in my stomach. Something far more sinister than I can even fathom is potentially guiding these events. Orchestrating the demise of a legacy my father built with his own two hands, even sending my own people to capture me.  
 
      
 
      I don’t think there’s a word in any language that fully encompasses how utterly screwed up this whole thing is...  
 
      
 
      I mean.. I just executed one of my childhood friends and for what? Because he spotted me or because he rose his gun?  
 
      
 
      In retrospect, I would’ve done the same thing over again.  
 
      
 
      So I guess the reasoning doesn’t really matter. If I would have wounded him and let him live? It wasn’t an option. In that moment, I had to assume that he hadn’t had time to open a coms channel and alert his team of my identity. And the sheer fact that we haven’t encountered any other Titans means my actions were justified. Swift. 
 
      
 
      As my father would say.  
 
      
 
      Assess..Process..Act.. 
 
      
 
      Why then, if I did all of these things am I left feeling as though there’s something at play that I’m missing?  
 
      
 
      I have no Apex marker installed on my ship. No way to call home within my means. Julia just basically hugged a man to death. And our only hope is a clinically insane mental patient who has been left unchecked, unmedicated and unattended for the past few millennia. 
 
      
 
      Yeah. Find me a word that sums up all of that shit. 
 
      
 
      So here I am.  
 
      
 
    Standing in the rain.  
 
      
 
      Holding hands with a childlike machine and no doubt the misguided, crazed lunatic accompanying us will likely get me killed if I give him the chance. 
 
      
 
      So, yeah. 
 
      
 
      I feel a little lost. And at a loss for words. 
 
      
 
      And in this moment.. all I want is to hear my mother’s voice, as she carefully threads her fingers through my hair. Close my eyes and bury my face in her chest to listen to her steady heartbeat. If only for a moment, wrap my arms around her and feel undeniably consumed by her presence. 
 
      
 
      I just want to go home.  
 
      
 
      But instead, as the tram doors open, Julia and I walk onto the raised platform. Our clothes clinging to our bodies and water collecting underneath our feet as we stop temporarily at the destination terminal.  
 
      
 
    Julia raises up one of her credchips and pays for all three of us. She tries pressing her finger to the pad for Air Docks destination but the terminal is unable to register the input due to her internal temperature being below that of a human.  
 
      
 
    Enoch impatiently presses the screen and grabs the three destination tokens. Looking back, I realize there are several more people who are also trying to crowd their way into the tram. Honestly, they must have been standing there at the stop with us the entire time. The last hour or so seemed blurry and muddled. 
 
      
 
    Julia pulled me over to one of the less crowded windows and presses her free hand up against the glass. 
 
      
 
      Internal lights dimmed as the tram closed its doors and lifted from the ground. I watch as my reflection faded from view and all I see is a veil of darkness rushing by just on the other side of the glass. 
 
      
 
    Julia could always tell when I wasn’t feeling like myself. And in true fashion, she displayed how truly human a machine can act. Slowly and deliberately, Julia releases my hand. Making her way to a young man standing at the very back of the transit.  
 
      
 
    He watches her curiously, almost as if she were a figment of his imagination. Likely it had more to do with the fact that we were out past curfew. Without a work permit, citizens caught violating curfew could face quite a hefty fine or serve time in corrections. Regardless of whatever the young man might have been thinking. He was intrigued. 
 
      
 
    Julia looks down into her pocket and retrieves one of her credchips. Her tiny hands hold out the small token to the young man in offering. Seeing the youth hesitate, she nods eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Cautiously, the young man takes the coin. He examines it with obvious skepticism while Julia wanders back to my side. Confident that her gesture would somehow help make me feel better. 
 
      
 
      While I appreciated the sentiment, she only managed to prove that the extent of her empathy was her ability to understand, acknowledge and identify when I was upset. She did not truly grasp what it meant to give something without intent to receive. In this case, she only gave to receive the reaction. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, the young man followed Julia across the tram and stops in front of us. Lowering himself, he kneels so that he is eye level with her. Softly he smiles and reaches for her hands. “..thank you.. but I can’t accept this..”  
 
      
 
    Julia’s brow furrowed as the youth tried to give her gift back to her. She didn’t understand why he refused free currency. And it occurs to me. Even though Julia has been a conscious being for untold centuries, she still hadn’t learned the most commonly shared human characteristic. 
 
      
 
      Pride. 
 
      
 
    When Julia refused to accept the return of her gift, the young man stood and handed the small coin to me. A warm smile about his features. “..please get home safely..” His words were soft and sincere. Reaching into his pocket his destination token signals for his stop. Moving past us and through the aisle, he places his chip into the receptacle before exiting.  
 
      
 
    Confused now more than ever, Julia follows the man with her eyes for as long as he remains in her line of sight. And just like that. He disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
    Julia grabs the coin from my hand and presses the balance inquiry. Shaking her head, she puts the chip back into her pocket. For a moment she was convinced that the man had simply switched the credit chip with his own and kept the higher balance. But, the man had in fact returned her coin untouched. 
 
      
 
      Leaning my side against the window, I close my eyes to contemplate recent events. 
 
      
 
    “..this is our stop..” Enoch mumbles, pushing through the aisle and toppling irresponsibly into other travelers.  
 
      
 
    Julia tugs on my jacket and I casually stroll behind them. 
 
      
 
      Stepping off of the tram, I feel slightly nauseous. I’m unable to pinpoint the culprit but it could be any number of things. Stress. Nerves. Hunger. 
 
      
 
      No.  
 
      
 
      Submersion fluid still courses through my system.  
 
      
 
      At least I can rule out that on my list of what’s wrong with me. 
 
   
  
 



.Transit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Being lead off of the tram and back into the torrential downpour was only a temporary inconvenience. I watch as Enoch runs haphazardly towards the overhang built into the outside of the transportation building.  
 
      
 
    Still clutching his little cube to his chest, Enoch kicks water from his boots and stands shivering. I’m not sure if it’s an act or if he’s actually cold. He does look incredibly miserable.  
 
      
 
      Simply knowing that fact helps boost my spirits a bit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I know..I’m a terrible person. 
 
      
 
    Julia takes her time as we walk across the few meters from the stop to the entrance. Splashing in every puddle we cross.  
 
      
 
      I try in this moment to see this from Enoch’s perspective. Extrapolating what I’ve gathered from the archive entries we stole from Seven, and combining Enoch’s ramblings as best I can.  
 
      
 
      It’s not an easy task by any means. 
 
      
 
      You and your entire unit, save for your Section Specialist, crash land on an unfamiliar planet. Definitely sucks. 
 
      
 
      To make things worse, you basically die but are somehow revived thanks to the submersion fluid.  
 
      
 
      Once you wake, your ship is gone and you have limited fuel and access to modern equipment. For an Engineer, that’s probably just as traumatizing as dying the first time. 
 
      
 
      But you and your fellow Operatives make the best of it. 
 
      
 
      You spend untold centuries ruling an entire civilization through use of superior technology and engineering principles. And that’s where things get foggy. 
 
      
 
      Somewhere in all of this, you encounter Julia and Ezra. They take you prisoner, force you to imprint on Ezra and spend time paying for your sins in a stasis pod for untold millennia. Stashed away with what remained of the Technologist Faction aboard their final three Lifespring vessels.  
 
      
 
      Seven trades you, the sleeping humans and two of the Lifespring vessels for his freedom and that of his fellow Archetype brethren. When Thayden discovers you amidst the numbers he realizes your instability and takes precautions.  
 
      
 
      Offering you freedom from the stasis pod, he drops you off on a planet where they hate your kind and off-world transportation is heavily monitored/restricted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      I can kind of see how he’d be a little anxious dealing with us. 
 
      
 
      All in all, the whole story sounds like a typical weekend on Meridian to me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We get bored easily. 
 
      
 
      The things we normalize..am I right? 
 
      
 
      
 
      Retrospectively, there are still so many gaps in my understanding of Enoch’s past. His correlation with Julia, the thousands of years he spent on Earth and why my father entrusted a powerful piece of technology to his care... 
 
      
 
      It would make for a good way to kill time, as we made our way through the transit checkpoints but asking him to divulge his secrets publically would only draw more attention. Honestly, even without the extra theatrics.. I am pretty sure that we’re going to be stopped and arrested.  
 
      
 
    Julia doesn’t seem to share my concerns and remains content pulling me forward. Dragging me behind her with a childlike sense of excitement.  
 
      
 
      Walking casually the three of us managed to stroll through each checkpoint with minimal resistance from fellow travelers. We had to wait a few moments as a particularly disagreeable trader from the Merchant Faction argued with a pair of tariff officers over unexpected contraband, but other than that, it was pretty typical. 
 
      
 
     Stop, go and repeat.  
 
      
 
    Entering the expansive Air Docks, Julia ran ahead of us and stood near the loading ramp. Playfully she punches the beacon, hydraulic pistons firing as the hull separates and begins to lower. 
 
      
 
      Smiling at how she seems to find joy in even the most mundane activity. I feel my brow furrow.  
 
      
 
    Julia is a machine, no matter how childlike she may act, every action is deliberate.  
 
      
 
      Why did she flinch at Sid’s?  
 
      
 
    “..um..have..” Enoch slows his pace before whispering in my general direction. “..have those been here the entire time?” He points westward towards a group of midsized skids. 
 
      
 
     NavShips.  
 
      
 
      Eyeing them curiously, I feel my skin crawl. 
 
      
 
      The emblems etched across the hulls of not one but three ships.  
 
      
 
    Vanguard.  
 
      
 
      My heart sank, but my feet kept moving. I don’t remember seeing them there when we arrived several hours ago.  
 
      
 
    Julia turns to look towards the direction Enoch suggested, she moves to the side of the ramp and climbs over the edge as I walk briskly up the incline. 
 
      
 
    Enoch follows right behind us.  
 
      
 
      Quickly I press my left hand to the beacon inside the cramped loading bay, retracting the ramp. Julia and Enoch pass me and head further into the ship as I stand to ensure the hull is secure. 
 
      
 
    “..Twitch! Did you miss us?..” Julia squeals with delight as she embraces the Medical Drone. “..we all missed you!..” 
 
      
 
      Not all of us.. 
 
      
 
      That familiar sound of air pressuring greets my ears like music serenading and soothing a stressed mind.  
 
      
 
      I smile. 
 
      
 
      The entire ship goes black without warning. Sharp pain followed by an almost overwhelming snapping sound erupts from somewhere inside of my left ear canal. Nearly rupturing my eardrum. 
 
      
 
    “..what the hell was that?..” Enoch’s voice echoing off of the barren space between us. A moment passing before both of his eyes refracted in the low light, those brown irises turning a vibrant orange. 
 
      
 
      It reminds me of my parents.  
 
      
 
      But only until he speaks again. 
 
      
 
    “..we get attacked?” Enoch says with half disinterest. 
 
      
 
      My own light green eyes turning a deep red, they refract and adjust as well. I step slowly to the rear emergency panel and flip the iridescent conduit lighting into the on position. 
 
      
 
      Those thin tubes of light warming, illuminating the interior of the ship. I replace the panel and move into the recreation area. 
 
      
 
    Julia and Twitch both had taken to sitting at their table, resuming their friendly game of cards. The Medical Drone is wearing workboots. “..is everything okay?” Julia asked softly. 
 
      
 
      Because a Medical Drone wearing workboots is completely normal. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m not entirely sure..” Unzipping my jacket, I toss it on the bench next to Julia and try to ignore Twitch. Walking past Enoch and up the corridor to the bridge, I hear him follow behind me. 
 
      
 
    All of the ship’s major systems had been shutdown.  
 
      
 
      Leaning over the sensor array I pull the master switch to reset the Operating System and restore power from the internal reserve cells.  
 
      
 
      I truthfully have no idea what kind of damage a hard power cycle can do to the already tampered with operating system. I could fragment the ship’s entire artificial consciousness or worse.. delete it entirely.. 
 
      
 
      Tough shit. This is happening… 
 
      
 
      Sliding my fingertips across the Information terminal I send the system into diagnostic mode. As usual, the quantum algorithm is breathtakingly fast, a summary of critical faults begin tallying on the screen. Power fluctuations in the solar array overloaded navigation, what was left of communication and sensors. 
 
      
 
    Life support was untouched but that was to be expected, Mac and his team of gear heads made sure it was a contained partition.  
 
      
 
      As The Nightshade rebooted, I greeted it. “.. hello Nightshade..” I drew up the last entry in the diagnostics and scowl at its date. It was flagged five full cycles ago.  
 
      
 
      
 
      While I was in stasis. 
 
      
 
    “..hello unidentified passenger..” The Nightshade’s default settings were noticeably less friendly. “...please proceed to sensor terminal and submit proper clearance..” 
 
      
 
      Pressing my finger to my comlink I simultaneously touch the sync tether of the terminal module.  
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “..you know this wasn’t an accident.. don’t you?” Enoch lowers his voice.  
 
      
 
    Sync completes.  
 
      
 
      
 
     Turning, I face him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship registers Enoch’s voice and calibrates accordingly. 
 
      
 
    “..Override successful. Voice authorization accepted.” The Nightshade sent out several tones of confirmation. “..welcome aboard Captain!” 
 
      
 
    “..this should be interesting..” Enoch mumbles to himself. I’m pretty sure he could see just how furious I was by the look in my eyes.  
 
      
 
      Yep. Interesting alright. 
 
      
 
      
 
      The little shit had just hijacked my ship. 
 
      
 
      Raising my hands, I forcibly bring my palms to his chest. Shoving him with a moderate amount of strength known only to my kind. His body lifts from the grated floor and is propelled backwards, the back of his head slamming into the bulkhead as he is flung out of the room and off my bridge. 
 
      
 
    Releasing his grip on his little metal cube, Enoch tumbles sidelong down the corridor. His discarded object rattling about the floor until it, much like he, rolls to a stop. 
 
      
 
      Quickly I clear the distance between us, bending down, my fingers wrap around the collar of his coat and I pick him up off of the ground. Pivoting to my left I wedge him against the shop door. 
 
      
 
    “..this isn’t my fault..” Enoch’s voice is drown out by the sound of my own rage. His left hand swings against the beacon to retract the blasterdoor, likely trying to escape from my hold. 
 
      
 
      As the door slides into the bulkhead, I release him. Allowing him to topple into the open space.  
 
      
 
    The interior lights flickering a moment, registering movement, before coming to life.  
 
      
 
    Enoch spins on his heels to get a bearing of his surroundings. Salvage from every carrier and warship Julia and I had scouted for the past 900 cycles collected within the hollowed out crew quarters.  
 
      
 
    As I step forward, Enoch takes several steps back. Colliding with the workbench cradling my prized possessions. Looking behind him he is visibly disturbed by what he sees. “..wait, what the hell are you doing with a Dreadnaught?” 
 
      
 
      “..how about you stop asking stupid questions and start giving me some answers?” Reaching back with my left hand, I retrieve the NavTech pistol from the waistline of my pants. Aiming the weapon at his chest, the largest region of his body..more likely to wound and less likely to miss. 
 
      
 
      I’m not entirely sure either of my parental units would approve of my interrogation tactics in this particular situation. But this guy has nearly gotten me killed more than once since I met him, and now he has full control over my ship. I don’t have time to argue, or contemplate my circumstances. 
 
      
 
      I need answers.  
 
      
 
      And this crazy sack of shit was going to give them to me, whether he liked it or not. 
 
      
 
      Leaning my attention away from Enoch for a brief moment, I look down the corridor and make eye contact with Julia.  
 
      
 
    She nods and smiles softly in my direction. Understanding what needs to be done. 
 
      
 
      “..our newest captain and I are going to have a nice little chat..” Stepping further into the shop, I press my hand to the beacon.. closing the door behind me. 
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 .Interrogation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Greeted by the familiar fumes of oil, aged metal and hydraulic fluid, I was reminded why it was so important to me to have renovated this half of the ship in the first place. Every time I entered the shop I was gifted a glimpse of home.  
 
      
 
    “..let’s talk about this rationally..” Enoch tried to reason, his voice trembling, not out of fear but out of being threatened. It was very evident that he was beginning to get angry.  
 
      
 
    We both knew that this wasn’t going to end well.  
 
      
 
      And I was the only one with a weapon, placing him at quite the disadvantage. He knew it was almost very certain that I was made aware to never threaten harm to an original, unless I was prepared to see it through.  
 
      
 
      Afterall, he did just witness me putting four bullets into one of my own men…and unlike Enoch, I actually kind of liked Odell. 
 
      
 
      But like I said. Now wasn’t the time for second guessing myself or for wasting time letting Enoch walk me around one of his little twisted mind games.  
 
      
 
      Lowering my gun I speak as clearly as possible. “..do me a favor..” My light green eyes fixated on his every movement. Ensuring I was in control of the interaction. 
 
      
 
    “..and what’s that?” Enoch barely has enough time to snobbishly bark out before I fire my weapon. 
 
      
 
      “..try not to bleed on anything too important..” Twice I pulled the trigger. A bullet for each leg. The projectiles pierce the flesh of his thighs, narrowly missing bone. 
 
      
 
    Enoch flinches as he feels his legs shiver with unexpected pain. He had anticipated I was just going to mix words, throw a temper tantrum or if I was smarter.. just kill him and be done with it. As he lowers himself to the floor, he rests back pressing himself heavily against the workbench. Only now that he’s bleeding does he realize that I’m not planning to execute him. 
 
      
 
      At least not yet, anyways. 
 
      
 
    “..you.. you just shot me?!?” He was no doubt incredibly confused. Shock plastered all over his face, he reaches down with both hands and applies pressure to his newly acquired wounds.  
 
      
 
      Technically, I shot him twice. 
 
      
 
      But that’s just arguing semantics.  
 
      
 
      Notably, I purposely aimed the gun to have clean paths in and out of his flesh. Even with pressure to the entry points he would bleed out of the exit wounds until he lost enough blood to lose consciousness or worse. 
 
      
 
      “..relax a little..” Crossing my legs, I take a seat. Sitting there in the center of the room between him and the closed door. Resting the pistol in my lap. “..but talk quickly. I’m not entirely sure how long you’re going to keep conscious, even with the help of that Override Implant embedded in your hollow skull..” 
 
      
 
    “..she’s got you wrapped around her tiny little fingers, doesn’t she?” Enoch stuttering with frustration.  
 
      
 
      If it wasn’t enough with Seven ranting about Julia, now Enoch has joined the bashing parade. He was the second person to try and turn me against my sister on this little hellish journey, and I am really starting to get upset about it. 
 
      
 
      Maybe I should just toss this guy into space and figure out the rest of this shit on my own? No. He’s got control of my ship. 
 
      
 
      “..why did my father leave you here more than 2 millennia ago?” This old geezer has information he’s been keeping from me, and I intend to get all of it. 
 
      
 
    “..I thought he would have told you when he sent you to collect me and the cube..” Enoch shifts against the workstation, sitting up straighter. “..he needs me alive..”  
 
      
 
    He was still stalling.  
 
      
 
      Even though I can easily just let him die. 
 
      
 
      “..honestly, how did you ever manage to stay alive this long?” This guy was a real piece of work.  
 
      
 
    “..you mean the extent of my charms or specific list of moisturizers I use to keep my skin looking silky smooth, vibrant and oh so youthful?” Enoch laughs at his bland humor. Staring at me with a thick undertone of hatred. “..not all of us need to return to the submersion pod every 100 cycles to keep our bodies from falling apart..” 
 
      
 
      Honestly, it was more of a rhetorical question. 
 
      
 
    Enoch smiles one of those flamboyant, ear to ear smiles. “..do you know why Julia and her other iterations imprisoned me in the first place? Do you have any idea!?”  
 
      
 
      What exactly did he think was going to happen here? I didn’t even like him and he was bleeding out right in front of me. 
 
      
 
      And yet, he refuses to give me direct answers. 
 
      
 
      Tragic. 
 
      
 
      There was a moment of silence between us before he spoke again. This time, something seems different in his tone. I just can’t place it. 
 
      
 
    “..I had no choice but to command those savages back on Earth to do my bidding! How else was I going to develop a cure for cellular degradation..” Enoch’s voice flattening. “..it’s no accident that only a third of us are genetically predisposed to the mutation that allows us to resist cellular decay..” 
 
      
 
      
 
      Is he talking about my mother’s condition?  
 
      
 
      
 
    “..Lilith and I discovered we had become dependent on the use of the hibernation pods to keep from every cell in our body absorbing itself..” Enoch closes his eyes and shakes his head in recollection. “..we lacked the access to modern technology to examine ourselves for other more pressing health problems. Our other fellow Operatives were either immune to the affliction or in the case of the majority, outside of regular stasis use..they aged fairly normally.”  
 
      
 
      “..you do realize that you literally just told me that you don’t rely on the submersion fluid to stay young, right?.” He seems to be pretty lucid as he explains the general pathology of what the Vanguard refer to as The Affliction, but I’m starting to think that this mysterious illness Lilith described in her personal logs was psychological in nature.  
 
      
 
      Does he even listen to himself when he speaks? 
 
      
 
    Enogh keeps rambling on. “..I needed the proper laboratory equipment to work out a solution, which meant we needed to contact someone from the Technologist Faction. And the Earth needed guidance. It just made sense to take control.” 
 
      
 
      And there it is.. his rationale as to why it was imperative that he enslave an entire population. He must have seen it in my face, that judgement. Eyeballing the crazy old man. 
 
      
 
      All joking aside, this guy is absolutely certifiable. 
 
      
 
    “..think what you will but remember I wasn’t alone on that planet! I had help from my fellow operatives. They wanted a cure just as bad as I did! Especially when their children began contracting the sickness. Lilith in particular seemed motivated..” He just keeps talking.  
 
      
 
      And here I am..listening contently. 
 
      
 
    “..That is until she found herself entangled in a tryst with one of the natives, and after several attempts, managed to have children of her own. She refused to return to hibernation. I’m not entirely sure what happened to her after that. But I’m certain that her death was painful.” 
 
      
 
      Why exactly am I letting this creep spout this nonsense, anyway? 
 
      
 
    “..I hope it was agonizing for turning her back on me and the other Annunaki.” He pauses. “.inevitably, our simple and unquestionably loyal followers managed to get the apex network partially active and I sent out a distress signal. But instead of a cavalry… Ezra, Julia and three other childlike mechanical abominations showed up.”  
 
      
 
      Ah, Now I get it.  
 
      
 
      Annunaki is Iovitian.. roughly translated into Children of the Sky. That’s this lunatic’s pet name for the Operatives. I have to admit, it’s actually quite fitting. 
 
      
 
    “..Here’s the craziest part..” Enoch pauses and leans forward, almost as if trying to tell me a secret. “..they didn’t come from space.. they were already there.” 
 
      
 
      Now that’s information I find unquestioningly interesting! 
 
      
 
      “..already there?..” I knew the moment I opened my mouth I shouldn’t have shown interest. But truthfully, this is a new perspective. “..like on Earth?..” He again interrupts me. 
 
      
 
    “..On Earth living among them...” Enoch waved his hands in the air. “..Biding their time until we completed the project. Inadvertently, we undid what their captors had tried to prevent, reestablishing their link to the network..” 
 
      
 
      “..what are you talking about?” I lean forward hoping for more. 
 
      
 
    “..the Technologist Faction responded to my call, sending down scout parties to each Apex we managed to bring back online. They weren’t coming down to save us, they were going to disable the entire planet.” His eyes are wild now, as if peering off into the distance. Fear, excitement or something more visceral in his tone. “..The machines stationed themselves at every location and overpowered the scouting crews, commandeered their NavShips, took me hostage and left the planet.” 
 
      
 
      No way! If what this guy is saying really is true.. that would mean that Julia and her siblings were the real reason behind the Technologist attack on my father’s homeworld. 
 
      
 
      The timeline doesn’t match up with history. 
 
      
 
      At least not the history Julia has lead us to believe. Her version is somewhat different, yet.. slightly less believable. 
 
      
 
      Is it really possible that she and her siblings had been the one’s to send the ships and used the pulse to cover their tracks?  
 
      
 
    “..she talks about my sins, when they vented the atmosphere from every Technologist Lifespring vessel. Sucking hundreds of thousands of innocent lives out into the vastness of space in an instant. They slaughtered an entire faction for fear they’d imprison them back on that planet.” Enoch slams his fists aggressively down on his open wounds. “..they were defenseless!..” 
 
      
 
      “..you do know that Julia sent the pulse that knocked out the Technologist Faction, right?” I had to remind him I know what really happened. “..as retaliation for destroying the military faction..” 
 
      
 
    “..retaliation?..” Enoch appears genuinely confused. “..the Technologists were the ones who commissioned the Annunaki to seize control over the machines in the first place?!” 
 
      
 
      “..I’m not following you..” I squint as if forcing my eyes to readjust will somehow help me make sense of this new perspective. “..the pulse had to be generated by an auxiliary frame..” 
 
      
 
    “..the DefenseNet surrounding Earth made it impossible to generate electricity through traditional means.. so we had to build an alternative source of energy, it took us several generations but we inevitably harnessed, refined and concentrated tertiary radiation..” He smiles as if remembering a face in fondness. “..it was my oldest son’s idea to weaponize the Apex Network. That boy was smart! Just like his father..” 
 
      
 
      Okay. Now I’m seeing a pattern here.. 
 
      
 
      “..you’re trying to tell me that you were the one who turned Earth into a giant radioactive battery?” This was just tiring. “..with primitive tools and limited modern technology?” 
 
      
 
      Impossible. 
 
      
 
    “..How else were we going to power a waystation planet with only three active Apex?..” Enoch laughed almost hysterically at his own statement. “..with solar?..” 
 
      
 
      This guy almost had me convinced.  
 
      
 
      I groan as this begins to feel like a complete waste of time. 
 
      
 
      You can’t transmit tertiary radiation through the Apex Network. 
 
      
 
    “..you can’t trust the machines. They will inevitably find a way to retake control..” Enoch becomes unnervingly calm, his eyes glazing over with concern and something unspoken. “..Julia isn’t what she seems…” 
 
      
 
    Hydraulics hissed softly as the blasterdoor behind me opened. Turning my body slightly at the hips I caught sight of Julia standing at the entrance to the shop.  
 
      
 
    She was holding a pistol I hadn’t seen before.  
 
      
 
    “..he’s lying..” She said calmly, almost cold in tone. “..he will say anything to separate us..” 
 
      
 
      Well now, that was pretty terrible timing. 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels..” My tone matching her distant and emotionless inflection. This is the last thing I need right now. “..I’m going to need you to put the gun down..” 
 
      
 
    “..she’s going to kill me the first chance she gets..” Enoch blurts out in terror. His attention falling to the pool of blood now collecting beneath him. “..if I don’t bleed out before then..” 
 
      
 
    “..Twitch!” I yell out louder than the interaction between Julia and Enoch. “..get in here and patch this idiot up.” 
 
      
 
      I could hear the clumsy Medical Drone stumble as it fell off of the bench in the next room.  
 
      
 
      “..Jewels, put the gun down..” Standing, I put myself in front of the muzzle. Not entirely sure why I care if this guy lives or dies.. something in the way he looks at her. I can’t differentiate what is truth and what his mind has jumbled together, but one thing I did know for sure.  
 
      
 
      Julia was very upset that he was catching a ride with us. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, Julia lowers the gun. 
 
      
 
      As much as I want to believe that everything that Enoch says is a complete fabrication, her reaction to us being alone in a room together starts to get me thinking. 
 
      
 
      “..were you listening to the entire conversation?” Reaching forward I disarm Julia. Eyeing the weapon with a little more intensity than usual. I have absolutely no idea where it came from but it looks like your standard NextGen 9mm. 
 
      
 
    “..I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to try and hurt you..” Julia made a fist with her left hand and presses into the open palm of her right.  
 
      
 
      A childlike gesture of affirmation. 
 
      
 
      Cute but ultimately easily refuted. 
 
      
 
      The problem with her listening wasn’t that she was listening. The problem was that I was unaware that she could tap into the internal coms without signaling that the receiver was transmitting. Especially with Enoch being in complete control over primary systems.  
 
      
 
      Something must be incredibly buggy with the ship. 
 
      
 
    Twitch wobbles past Julia and enters the room. His tiny legs squeak and flat feet clatter against the grated floor.  
 
      
 
    I narrowly manage to move out of his way as he stumbles towards Enoch. Twitch falls forward, his arms extending and he braces himself by pressing down on Enoch’s wounds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      It was brutal! 
 
      
 
    Enoch cries out in agony as the drone topples ontop of him. Screaming out several words, repeatedly. Enoch again using a dialect unfamiliar to me. 
 
      
 
    Julia smiles no doubt at the pain that the drone has inadvertently inflicted on the new captain. 
 
      
 
    Twitch steadies himself and begins unclamping his maintenance hatch.  
 
      
 
      “..just biofoam and something to dull the nerves..” I say absentmindedly, moving to the far side storage locker attached to the adjacent wall from the bridge. Sliding my finger over the dna encrypted lock. As it opens, I set Julia’s new toy on the shelf next to her last randomly acquired pistol. 
 
      
 
      Honestly, if she keeps picking up these things.. eventually we’ll have a substantial arsenal on our hands. Not necessarily a bad thing, but since that whole imprinting on my father.. let’s just say Julia doesn’t have a hard time disposing of unwanted party guests. 
 
      
 
      Closing the facing, I lean up against the locker and cross my arms about my chest. The look on Enoch’s face was priceless. 
 
      
 
    The medical drone sets his hatch on the floor next to Enoch and begins taking things out of his chassis. He places a credchip and several small rocks in a circle on the sheet of metal. 
 
      
 
    “..what exactly is this thing doing?” Enoch questions with a worry in his voice. 
 
      
 
      Julia and I remain quiet.  
 
      
 
      Mostly because neither of us actually knew what the hell Twitch was up to, but also because I personally enjoyed watching the man squirm. 
 
      
 
    Twitch removes a tiny bag covered in mud, setting it not on his maintenance hatch but instead on Enoch’s left knee. Patting it gently with his fingerlike nodules in affirmation. Twitch straightens the frilly bow affixed to the top of the saturated parcel. 
 
      
 
    “..seriously though..” Enoch shifted against the workbench uncomfortably. “..this thing is starting to weird me out..” 
 
      
 
    Satisfied with the unnecessary display of his collected trinkets, Twitch spreads his fingerlike nodules of both hands and extends them several centimeters in length. Without warning the medical drone shoves his tubular, needle-pointed fingertips deep inside of the entry wounds in Enoch’s legs. Blood pooling beneath him and dripping through the grates in the flooring. 
 
      
 
    Enoch slams his head back against the workbench nearly knocking himself out and leaving a dent in my equipment. Making fists he strikes at his legs in shock, as if trying to counteract the pain of having two metal spikes penetrating his gunshot wounds. “..that can’t possibly be sanitary!!” 
 
      
 
    Twitch injects biofoam into the path of the bullet sealing the exit and then entry points.  
 
      
 
    “..oh god..” Enoch groans in horror. “..it’s going to get infected!” He looks down and watches as Twitch administers a stimulant to dull the affected area. “..we’re going to have to amputate my legs.. I can feel it!” 
 
      
 
      He would be so lucky. 
 
      
 
    Slowly the Medical Drone begins placing his objects one by one back inside of his open chassis. Picking up one of the small rocks he hands it to Enoch before closing his maintenance hatch. 
 
      
 
    “..what am I supposed to do with a rock?” Enoch stares at the miniature grey stone now in his blood covered right hand. He looks over at me. “..honestly, if you would have started out with using the drone as torture I probably would have just told you everything..” 
 
      
 
      Mumbling to myself under my breath, I leave the room. Stepping past the medical drone and then Julia, I make my way to the bridge. 
 
      
 
      My command link was busted.  
 
      
 
    The Nightshade was now registering Enoch as its captain. 
 
      
 
    …All of this and more, I still needed answers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I am done playing around.  
 
      
 
    An unmistakable sound of aerosol spray reverberates off of the metal interior of the ship, followed by Enoch enduring a fit of uncontrollable coughing coming from the shop.  
 
      
 
      Twitch.. 
 
      
 
    “..good boy Twitch!..” Julia says reassuringly. 
 
      
 
      Of course.. 
 
      
 
      Maybe I can get the tablet working and find a way around the ship registry files.. hardwire it. It won’t be pretty but it may just get the job done. 
 
      
 
      And to be perfectly honest, anything is better than having that psychopath at the helm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      ..well, almost anything. 
 
   
  
 



.Levy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Lights flicker and warm as I find my way into the cramped yet comforting small space of the flight deck. Systems had been turned back on and had finished purging what may have remained of the residual power surge. I took up my usual spot at the communication terminal, picking up the discarded tablet I had left there near six cycles before.  
 
      
 
      Leaning backwards, I blindly rely on the magnelift chair to catch my body as I fell in a somewhat sluggish like grace. Such is my habit.  
 
      
 
    Magnetic generators underneath the circle plate beneath me, humming with life as they send the metallic platform from the precision grooves in the floor below. It struggles to even out my descent before leveling out and levitating to my preset comfort position. 
 
      
 
      Lazily I swing my legs up, propping them up against the viewscreen. Raising the tablet, I shake it slightly. The internal balance and motion detection didn’t trigger the screen to kick itself out of sleep mode. 
 
      
 
    “..excuse me unidentifiable passenger..” The Nightshade’s synthesized voice warms the speakers of the bridge’s com system. “..it is advisable to discontinue further aggression or violence towards my captain..” 
 
      
 
      Okay.  
 
      
 
    That’s new. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m sorry, is that a threat?..” I momentarily ignore the datapad, scowling blankly in no particular direction. Did my own ship just give me an ultimatum? 
 
      
 
    “..further infractions may result in consequences..” The operating system’s solidarity was eerily close to a direct threat. “..please comply..” 
 
      
 
      “..comply?!” I blink repeatedly, almost dumbfounded at the idea my own ship could even process causing harm to a human, let alone be so carelessly aggressive. “..unbelievable..” 
 
      
 
      Pressing my fingers to the screen to power the device back on does absolutely nothing. 
 
      
 
      Of course. The damn thing is completely useless. 
 
      
 
      Tossing the datapad over my shoulder, I hear it clatter against the grated floor somewhere in the corridor behind me. Reaching to the communication terminal, I pry off the faceplate of the implant storage space and peer into the cylindrical case. Every single reserve command implant had scorch marks along its outer shell, cracking from an electrical discharge. 
 
      
 
      Yep.  
 
      
 
      So recapping this shitty ordeal.  
 
      
 
      Thanks to some ridiculous failsafe that my father and uncle Mac installed on every ship to keep them from being stolen or otherwise flown by anyone but the registered captain.. I am effectively locked out of my own property.  
 
      
 
      The tablet and the replacement command chips have been destroyed, which means..  
 
      
 
      I’m stuck here unless I allow that psychological basket case to fly my ship. And now, there’s a definite glitch in the system and I have no idea how to fix it without a complete system restore. 
 
      
 
      Definitely... worst.. day.. ever... 
 
      
 
      Twitch stumbles around the entrance to the flight deck, dropping my feet to the grated floor I spin in the magnelift a frictionless 180 degrees. 
 
      
 
      Pressing my hands to my knees I stand and stretch.  
 
      
 
    Catching movement out of the corner of my eye, I turn to find Twitch trying to pickup the metal cube. His thin fingerlike nodules have a particularly difficult time gripping onto the surface, so the medical drone just sort of shoves the object back and forth between his hands. 
 
      
 
      “..don’t steal or lose that thing..” I point at the cube. “..it might actually be of some use to us..” 
 
      
 
      There was a shifting of weight, gravity tugging upon my knees and compressing my chest. We were leaving the Docks.  
 
      
 
      I feel slightly disoriented from the artificial gravity generator kicking on, it battles with the natural pull of the planet’s rotation. 
 
      
 
      “..what the hell is going on here!?” I growl as I storm off of the deck and into the corridor. Slamming my fist against the beacon, I open the blaster door of the shop and cross my arms about my chest in defiance. 
 
      
 
    “..the Captain has issued orders for flight preparations..” The Nightshade answers my question matter of factly. 
 
      
 
      As the door slides into the bulkhead I contemplate another round of put bullets into the crazy old guy and ask questions later.  
 
      
 
    The shop is empty. 
 
      
 
      “..Julia!” I scowl, leaning into the room before turning and make my way towards the recreation area. Julia sitting at her usual place at the table closest to the crew quarters looks up at me as she shuffles her cards. 
 
      
 
    Those tiny blue eyes peering up at me with curiosity. Julia raises her hand to point at the seat parallel to her on the other side of the table. “..Titan?” 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels..” I uncross my arms and open them into a wide gesture of confusion. “..where is Enoch? And why are we leaving the docks?” 
 
      
 
    Julia squinting at the line of questions seems to be ignorant of the answers.  
 
      
 
      Was she messing with me?  
 
      
 
      My attention is quickly drawn to a loud thud of metal against metal. Turning about face I find Twitch slamming the metal cube against the blaster door of my quarters. “..hey! You little shit!” I raise my voice. “..I know I didn’t specify to not break it, but I thought that was easily implied..” 
 
      
 
    The Medical Drone stops trying to hammer at my door, cradling the cube with both of its hand like appendages. His fingerlike nodules barely able to keep it within his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Enoch’s voice broadcasts over the internal coms system. “..it’s no use, I’ve secured the door.” 
 
      
 
      I mean, this guy isn’t just certifiably insane..he might be 85% stupid.  
 
      
 
      Did he actually think that I would live on a ship with not one but two AI’s that can’t open doors in a pinch should something happen to me? Oh come on!  
 
      
 
      Disabling interior locks was the first thing I did when claiming this little gem from the junkyard.. 
 
      
 
      Sliding my hand over the beacon I wait patiently as the system registers the open command. “..where exactly do you think you’re taking me and my ship?” Calling through the metal door. 
 
      
 
    “..Listen little girl, I know this might seem hard to believe right now, but I don’t want control of your ship..” Enoch’s voice sounded muffled somehow. I mean, yes... we were communicating through a metal door, but it was more than that. “..we’re just going to make a quick stop in Nighmeria.. get you a replacement command link and go out separate ways..” 
 
      
 
      “..separate ways?!?” Resting my hands on my hips and staring blankly at the metal surface I seem to be holding a conversation with. “..you still need to take us to the auxiliary frame..” 
 
      
 
    “..oh yeah, that!..” Enoch’s excitement is fake. He doesn’t even try to hide it. “..yeah.. about that..” There was a strange squeaking noise, like something damp sliding across the surface of glass. “..that’s not going to happen..” 
 
      
 
      Wait. Is he inside my submersion pod? Contaminating it?!  
 
      
 
      “..Enoch?!” Slamming my hand against the beacon I try and smash the faceplate. “..you better not be in my pod! That’s completely unsanitary!!” 
 
      
 
    “..relax.. it’s just bacteria..” Enoch says thick with sarcasm. “..just use one of the other ones..”  
 
      
 
    He cuts off the internal coms.  
 
      
 
      Did I have other pods on board? Yes. I had four. But only one had been connected to the ship and that was in Twitch’s room. The room which he uses as a storage shed or makeshift closest of macabre artifacts, it’s fairly terrifying. And in case it wasn’t already apparent, that Medical Drone really isn’t right in the head. There was no telling what disgusting things it had stashed in there over the cycles. 
 
      
 
      “..Enoch!” Growling as I crack open the faceplate of the door panel, plucking out the controller wires. “..Julia!!” I needed something with an electrical current.  
 
      
 
    Tiny fingerlike nodules grip and connect the wires, arching the current and trigger the blaster door to open. I turn to look down at the Medical Drone. 
 
      
 
      Twitch has literally been standing next to me this entire time. Just sort of watching me in silence.  
 
      
 
      Something is terribly, terribly wrong with that robot. 
 
      
 
    “..have a nice nap, Captain..” The ship greets Enoch. 
 
      
 
      As the blasterdoor slides into the bulkhead, I step into my quarters. Sure enough, Enoch is mumbling something to himself as the submersion fluid finishes filling up the tank. Enveloping him in stasis.  
 
      
 
      “..that bottom-feeder is not your captain..” I can’t help but groan. “..you sad, poor, little broken machine..” 
 
      
 
      At least the look on Enoch’s face when he saw me enter my own room was fairly entertaining. 
 
      
 
    Julia walking into the room behind me watches as I move to the hibernation terminal. “..that was unexpected..” 
 
      
 
      “..really?!” I couldn’t help but show my emotions. Julia knew it was important to keep an eye on this guy and now she was just being an asshole. “..you want to tell me how he managed to get past both you and the Medical Drone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      Pressing my fingers to the controls I begin recalibrating Enoch’s sleep cycle. 
 
      
 
    “..he seemed pretty well subdued given the circumstance..” Julia leans against the bulkhead at the room’s entrance. “..what is it you’re tampering with over there? If something needs fixing, Twitch and I can handle it..” 
 
      
 
      “..don’t play coy with me Jewels..” Muttering under my breath as she spoke. She was deflecting. “..we are both painfully aware that you can’t subdue Originals with something as menial as a flesh wound..” 
 
      
 
      She was testing my patience.  
 
      
 
    Julia just rolls her eyes and walks away from me. 
 
      
 
      “..and if I wanted your help with this, I would have asked for it..” Setting the hibernation pod to keep Enoch locked up until I choose to awaken him was easy. Just a few quick recalculations and it was done.  
 
      
 
      Frowning, it registers to me that I’ll need to clean this entire unit before using it again. Afterall, I literally and figuratively have no idea where that guy’s been.  
 
      
 
      Gross. 
 
      
 
      My stomach churns as the ship leaves the outer atmosphere of Luna Prime. Not because I’m sad, but because the antimatter engines have engaged already. The Nightshade was preparing for subspace and if I didn’t want to wake up in 9 cycles with a splitting headache.. it was time I stop messing around. 
 
      
 
      Turning around, I nearly tripped over the Medical Drone.  
 
      
 
      The damn thing is following me again!  
 
      
 
      Stumbling several paces, I manage to regain my balance by the time I reach the blasterdoor.  
 
      
 
    Julia, now within arm’s reach, just looks up at me. Her arms crossed, she shakes her head disapprovingly before mocking the ship’s operating system. “..have a nice nap, Captain..” 
 
      
 
    She waves me off. 
 
      
 
      That girl needs a serious attitude adjustment. I mean, seriously. Ever since we left Iovitus and gotten into this mess, she’s been nothing but difficult. 
 
      
 
      I don’t have time for her tiny fits. 
 
      
 
      Stepping out into the corridor, I move past Julia’s room and press my fist to the beacon to access Twitch’s quarters. As the door struggles to open, my heart sinks. 
 
      
 
      I don’t even have the words to describe this shit. I knew there was a reason my father told Julia and I it was a terrible idea to give Twitch his own space.  
 
      
 
      I guess it’s just going down in the progressively growing list of things never to tell my father. 
 
      
 
    Twigs, pebbles and leaves were scattered all over the grated floor. Piles of used bandages and bloodied clothing, all of which I assume were former patients, were strategically placed in each corner of the room.  
 
      
 
      Taking a deep breath in, I hurry across the distance and begin disrobing. 
 
      
 
      I am so tempted to just jump into the pod fully clothed, right now. But exposure to the prokaryotic fluid actually causes most organic fibers to dissolve.  
 
      
 
      While my pants’ outer layer was made of nilofiber and would be unaffected, the inner lining and my undergarments would likely just melt the moment I exited the chamber.  
 
      
 
      I toss the leg holster and two firearms onto the bed to my left.  
 
      Folding my garments I place them on the bed just to my right. 
 
      
 
      To my surprise, the bedspread is clear of any debris or bit of clutter of any kind. It is the only thing in the entire room that seems maintained. 
 
      
 
      A particularly bizarre realization considering the quarters belong to a class 2 Battlefield Medical Drone… that doesn’t sleep... 
 
      
 
      Not even going to try and rationalize that.. 
 
      
 
      Sliding my right hand over the hibernation terminal causes the unit to initialize, a hissing of hydraulics following its activation chime.  
 
      
 
      As the pod opens, I cringe in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Inside there was nothing.  
 
      
 
      Well.. almost nothing.  
 
      
 
      Bending down I reach to the grates at the base of the chamber’s interior.  
 
      
 
      My missing hair tie? 
 
      
 
      I don’t want to know how or why it managed to end up inside of a hibernation pod that I haven’t been anywhere near since Mac and I installed it.  
 
      
 
      More than 900 cycles ago... 
 
      
 
      Placing it ontop of my clothing I enter the submersion tube. My warm skin feeling the cold sting of the metal cylinder as I settle back against its familiar yet still foreign embrace. 
 
      
 
      There was a brief moment, right before the pod’s front hatch collapsed and sealed when I actually didn’t feel quite so alone. But that fleeting thought left just as soon as my toes feel that like warm liquid begin to filter into the tank. 
 
      
 
      This is always the worse part... well.. aside from the whole drowning.  
 
      
 
      And of course there was the fact that you’re really not breathing in water it’s actually microscopic bacteria feeding off of your dead skin follicles.  
 
      
 
      Or that this stuff actually mutates your genetic makeup on a molecular level.  
 
      
 
      Oh, and I almost forgot the whole possibly never waking up thing. 
 
      
 
      You know what?  
 
      
 
      I’m just going to close my eyes and try not to think about it.. 
 
      
 
      As the submersion fluid covers me.. I exhale, then slowly inhale and allow the darkness to take me. 
 
   
  
 



.Languish. 
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 .Arrival. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Dry heaving, doubling over and an immense blistering chill greets me as consciousness returns like a dense fog. I get that cold tingle teetering at the back of my throat, playfully urging me to throw up. To say that I feel disoriented is a cheap use of descriptive words.  
 
      
 
      I feel like shit.. 
 
      
 
      My demeanor only embellished by Twitch’s collection of trash.  
 
      
 
      Sluggishly, I stumble the two or three paces to the bed, my clothing still folded neatly where I had left them. How long? 9 cycles this time.  
 
      
 
      I can’t keep going back into stasis like this.  
 
      
 
    Hibernation was designed to keep spacefarers protected from cellular decay for hundreds of cycles. It was not meant to be used as a casual transportation method. Warnings were pretty specific, emphasizing the kind of internal damage the average human body could sustain through this whole in and out.   
 
      
 
      I really don’t want to end up like Eden.  
 
      
 
      Plus, all of this stress definitely isn’t doing anything for my skin. 
 
      
 
      Smoothing out the wrinkles in my undershirt, I waste little time in putting it on. My undergarments settling snugly at my hips, pants follow. Lazily, I slip my bare feet into my work boots and take a step forward. Snagging the long lost hair tie, I thread the fingers of my left hand through the tiny ring, stretching it. Bunching my hair up with my right hand, I collapse the ring around my tightly spun strands as I walk out into the corridor. 
 
      
 
      Why was the door closed? 
 
      
 
      Pressing my hand to the beacon causes the door to routinely slide back into the recesses of the bulkhead. Blinking profusely, I try to gain some form of comprehension of the current state of thing. 
 
      
 
      Julia comes walking towards me in a hurry. “..Twitch is gone!” I don’t even know what’s going on right now, and I’m pretty sure she’s yelling. 
 
      
 
      “..why are you yelling right now?” Groaning as I push past her and turn to my left, dragging my feet towards the flight deck. 
 
      
 
    “..I’m going after him!” Julia didn’t seem to understand just how out of it I was. She just kept talking. 
 
      
 
      “..I’ll go land the ship and then we can go look for him together, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “..what?!” She grabs my right arm by the wrist and tugs on me, testing my balance.  
 
      
 
      Tumbling into the corridor wall, I reach up to my forehead. 
 
      
 
    “..Liren, we’ve been here for almost an hour...” Julia’s voice shows her concern. She pauses a moment before turning on her heels. “..he’s gone after your prisoner and I have to go get him before he does something stupid..” 
 
      
 
      “..gone after my prisoner!?” Mumbling to myself, my body feels heavy. I’m anchored to the wall. Even though I feel incredibly intoxicated, I know heavyworld artificial gravity when I feel it.  
 
      
 
      We aren’t on Nighmeria.  
 
      
 
      We were likely on a Navigator Docking Station somewhere in Nighmerian orbit. Father calls them carriers, even though the term is quite outdated.  
 
      
 
      Why are we here, again? 
 
      
 
      Oh..right… Hijacked ship.. replacement command implant. Got it. 
 
      
 
      Finding the motivation to stand upright took some serious internal dialogue, but I know I’m running on fumes here. If I don’t get up and move now, I’m passing out. 
 
      
 
      Sidestepping across the crew section to keep myself standing, I pass the entrance to my room.  
 
      
 
      Directly to my right, the stasis pod had literally collapsed. The front faceplate had been shattered by an explosion, likely from the now unrecognizable hibernation terminal formerly affixed to the side of the unit. Still unable to comprehend how that’s even possible, I allow my attention to turn to my own instability. 
 
      
 
      Leaning against the wall, I begin rubbing idly at my temples. Father would be giving me the silent treatment right about now, while mother would be scolding me profusely with my irresponsibility. Even though their judgments are imaginary at the moment, they reverberate throughout my subconscious with reckless abandon. 
 
      
 
    “..unidentifiable passenger, please advise..” The Nightshade pulls me out of my mind’s wandering. “..an invasive outside operating system has tried to access my star charts and local registry files..” 
 
      
 
      Again with this unidentifiable passenger shit? 
 
      
 
      “..that’s not an outside operating system..” Bracing myself, my hands on either side of the entrance, I close my eyes and breathe. There was perhaps a small hint of annoyance in my voice. “..you’re currently untethered from the network. Your parent system is trying to sync and validate your credentials.” 
 
      
 
    “..attempting to synch to the Apex network..” A short pause is heard as Nightshade narrates itself through the internal com system. “..attempting to reconnect to parent system..” 
 
      
 
      “..stupid reset..” Mumbling my frustration under my breath. “..your Apex Marker, subspace generator and backup broadband wave emitters have all been physically removed..”  
 
      
 
    Soft, deliberate and staccato footfalls echo across the ship as Julia’s tiny workboots clomp against the metal grated floors with a childlike grace.  
 
      
 
      She was leaving. 
 
      
 
      “..Jewels bring back the old guy, will you?” I think I said it loud enough for her to hear me, but really I wasn’t much in the right frame of mind to follow or give orders. “..Julia?!” 
 
      
 
    She’s already gone.  
 
      
 
      And here I am, my stomach in knots and clothes damp from the residual cryofluid clinging to my skin and hair. 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade says something in response but I’m too preoccupied to register it. 
 
      
 
      “..how in the hell did Enoch manage to override the submersion pod..” Absentmindedly I ask aloud, not expecting a response. “..from inside of the chamber..” 
 
      
 
    “..Enoch?” Confusion, if you can call it that, seems to overtake the operating system. “..I was the one who destroyed the hibernation unit..” 
 
      
 
      What?!? That doesn’t even make any sense. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m sorry, did you just say that you caused the pod to explode?” It was more of a complete sense of disorientation than vexing at this point for me. The operating system is absolutely unable to cause the loss of human life in any instance. It simply wasn’t allowed in its coding. 
 
      
 
    “..before submersion near Luna Prime, The Captain ordered me to engage emergency purge cycle in the event that the unidentifiable passenger tampered with his specifications..” The ship said matter of factly. “..He speculated that you may end up sabotaging his hibernation..” 
 
      
 
      “..but purge cycle technically kills the user..” This is beyond me. If I hadn’t seen the aftermath of it with my own eyes, I’d tell everyone it was impossible. 
 
      
 
    “..I argued the same point..” The Nightshade retorts. “..The Captain provided a very sound rebuttal in that his override implant would force his body into convulsions until he was inevitably revived..” 
 
      
 
      “..unbelievable..” The word escapes me as I stand there in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “..he also told me that the alternative was likely being locked inside the hibernation chamber for eternity..” The Nightshade paused. “..logically he argued that if you sought to keep him inside the tube for that long it was akin to being dead.” 
 
      
 
      That’s a stretch. 
 
      
 
    “..when you tampered with the hibernation terminal and did not set a quickening date..” The ship’s harmonized tones fluctuate. “..you proved his theory and set the orders in motion..” 
 
      
 
      Prime example of why father doesn’t allow the hibernation chambers on Meridian to be connected to the network. Flexible interpretations. 
 
      
 
      I grimace at the thought of having to scrub my room and the submersion pod clean. 
 
      
 
      Cryofluid.  
 
      
 
      Pressing myself away from the wall, I move down the crew corridor to the recreation area. 
 
      
 
      Maybe it’s the fact that I’m not doing so well right now or that I never really understood the term. We call the submersion pod so many things, but cryochamber was always a joke.  
 
      
 
      You don’t freeze anything when you enter stasis, your body is suspended in the oldest known synthetic simple form of life in the cosmos.  
 
      
 
      Whoever thought that was a good idea should be dragged outside and beaten. 
 
      
 
    “..unidentifiable passenger..” The ship’s synthesized voice pulling me from my musings in a feigned politeness. “..either reconnect my primary communication hardware or kindly exit the vessel immediately.” 
 
      
 
      Are you kidding me? Did my own ship just passive aggressively give me an order or ultimatum to leave?  
 
      
 
      Of course. 
 
      
 
      Yep. I remember why we’re here. It’s just going to take some bit of willpower to get back to it. 
 
      
 
      “..when I get back..” Arching my back, leaning against the interior, I twist at my waist. Contorting my spine, each individual vertebrae realigns in successive tiny pops. A crude yet effective centering of self. “..you and I are going to have one serious heart to heart..” 
 
      
 
      There’s no telling how much time The Nightshade’s counter measures was going to give me. And while Twitch’s Operating System was unable to kill humans, that didn’t mean that he couldn’t cause them discomfort to the point of wishing that he could just get it over with.  
 
      
 
      As the artificial intelligence network grew individually to more understand a sense of self awareness, its interpretation of its own core directives become somewhat.. skewed to the circumstances. 
 
      
 
      And apparently, they weren’t quite as agreeable when you weren’t possessing the keys. 
 
      
 
      I need my ship back. 
 
      
 
      Reality has a funny way of smacking you in the face when you’re least prepared to deal with the consequences, this time is no different.  
 
      
 
      Breathing in and exhaling, a sobering moment before my mind and body call out for action.  
 
      
 
      Pushing myself backwards, I stand upright and begin walking towards the recreation area. Making sure to bring my weapons with me this time. Yes, the very last thing I need right now is to piss off the only neutral Faction. Even at the risk of stirring up trouble with the locals, there’s a half crazed lunatic on the loose. I can’t really ignore the necessity of carrying a weapon, or the fact it’s my fault he’s out there. 
 
      
 
      Before The Nightshade could again accost me for being an unidentifiable freeloader or try to force me into repairing it’s systems, I walk down the loading ramp and off of the ship. 
 
   
  
 



.Pilots. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Antimatter engines from countless NavShips, Midclass skids and personal transport vessels reverberate in low frequency, too low for human hearing but mine is not so fortunate. I can hear every capacitor fluctuate, every relay arch and fuel cells hum as they discharge into the carrier’s residual tanks.  
 
      
 
      Cost of visiting the Navigators was always the same, fuel for time. 
 
      
 
      Stepping to the solid floor of the docking wing, I catch sight of one of the Nav Officers walking stiffly towards me. He was dressed in grey slacks and a pressed white shirt, no official rank displayed on his shoulder. Guy was just a regular working class grunt, no doubt about to complicate my life a little more. 
 
      
 
    “..You do realize that your ship is in violation of several very enforceable codes, I presume?” His voice was layered in a thick sense of authority as he spoke. It was plain to see, he and I were not going to start off doing things the easy way. I’m going to call this one, Doug. 
 
      
 
      Clearing my throat I turn to my left, making sure to expose the only paperwork, authorization or pardon I would ever need. The singular and most effective tool when dealing with chumps like this guy. 
 
      
 
      The sigil of Titan burned into my right bicep. 
 
      
 
    Doug impatiently waits for me to speak before his eyes finally catch sight of my clearance. He shifts just a little bit too obviously, standing as straight as he possibly can and lowers his datapad to his side. “..my apologies, the ship’s Operating System refused to give me access to it’s star charts or manifest for authorization.” 
 
      
 
      “..it’s okay Doug..” Raising my left hand in a semi disingenuous greeting. His face scrunching up as I call him by his new namesake.  
 
      
 
      Resting my hands on my hips, I bend over slightly trying to see if Julia coupled the Nightshade to the carrier for fuel exchange. “..we won’t be staying long enough to make a difference..”  
 
      
 
      Fuel exchange? I’ll just call it like it is.. it’s a toll and it’s basically robbery by another name. 
 
      
 
    My new friend, Doug, eyes me suspiciously.  
 
      
 
      Glancing back at him, I realize I’m bending over a little too far.  
 
      
 
      Men are always the same out here. No matter where you go or how easily you can break their fragile appendages. Single-minded primitives. 
 
      
 
      I lower myself to a squatting position instead.  
 
      
 
    “..something the matter?” Doug averts his eyes and flips the datapad over, as if he’s been looking at the screen this entire time. “..you’ve already skipped payment for nearly an hour’s worth of docking fees..” 
 
      
 
      “..tell you what..” Standing, I brush my hands down the sides of my pants to smooth the material. “..you go ahead and hook my ship up to the bank and I’ll consider that little show you just stole fair payment for the time lost..” 
 
      
 
    “..pffft.. as if..!” Doug protests, his face smearing into a mixture of confusion and outright shock. 
 
      
 
      “..either that or I could just break one of your legs and then force you to hook up the ship..” Standing within his personal space, I smile the sweetest little smile. “..whichever is more agreeable to you.. I’m a helper..” 
 
      
 
      He actually takes the time to contemplate which of the two options he is willing to accept? Wow, Doug! I have to hand it to you, Pal. That’s either undeniably brave or unthinkably stupid. 
 
      
 
    Doug folds his datapad back up against his side. Facing away from me in submission as he speaks. “..I will see that your ship is handled with the upmost care.” 
 
      
 
      That’s better.  
 
      
 
      Nodding in his general direction, I begin walking across the expansive bay. “..Try not to touch anything..” Calling out over my shoulder to Doug. I leave him to his menial labor. Pilots were afterall only good for two things. 
 
      
 
      Typically, this would be where a NavOfficer would greet me and escort me to their Procurement Agency. Seeing as though nobody can validate who I am at the moment save for my tattoo.. it looks like I’m playing my own tour guide today. 
 
      
 
      Fortunately for me, this isn’t my first time wandering aimlessly around this particular model of NavCarrier. Adversely, I was only a child the last time I was on one of these.. I’ve slept since then.. 
 
      
 
      I make a sharp left, veering at a fork in the tunnels, following the thin lines painted along the corridor floors. Navigators were anything but disorganized. Each color represents a destination.  
 
      
 
      At least I’m pretty sure that’s what all of the brightly colored straight lines mean.  
 
      
 
      Ugh. I’m seriously not trying to get lost.  
 
      
 
      I turn and make my way back to the docking bay.  
 
      
 
      Doug? Poor, sad, little Doug is crawling underneath the Nightshade trying to access its main reactor conduit. 
 
      
 
      Ignoring him, I walk up the loading ramp and snap off the clamps holding the auxiliary maintenance hatch in place. A softened sigh is released as the seal pops and the long metal conduit unravels at my feet and off the ramp. 
 
      
 
      Doug sits up, staring at me as I follow the flexible tubing off of the ship. “..Doug, I need Procurement.” 
 
      
 
    “..what?!” Doug either didn’t hear me or was again put off by me calling him Doug.  
 
      
 
      “..Procurement Agency..” Is it wrong of me to find this much enjoyment out of watching people squirm? It’s not in good taste to correct a Vanguard when they’re wrong. Some of uncle Thomas’ exploits still haunt the Faction near 3 millennia after his reign has fallen. 
 
      
 
    “..uh, yes.. yes of course..” Doug stammering, leans forward to grasp the conduit. “..blue..” 
 
      
 
      “..perfect..” Squinting, I focus on Doug a moment more. As if I had forgotten to say something. I hadn’t of course, I just really enjoy messing with this kid. “..well, carry on Doug..carry on..” 
 
      
 
      In hindsight, I really hope he knows what he’s doing. Though.. every minute he wastes fumbling around with my ship is more free parking. I suppose it’s not without its risks, but who doesn’t love free stuff? 
 
      
 
      Turning about on my heels, I resume the search for the Procurement Agency. Leaving Doug to his own devices.  
 
      
 
      I wonder if he knows not to arch the... 
 
      
 
    There was a loud burst of sound, crackling licks of static and rolling of thunder. Doug screams rather abruptly. I’m sure he’ll be fine. That kind of voltage doesn’t usually stop your heart. It just sort of makes you pee a little. 
 
      
 
      Which I’m sure he’s in the process of doing. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. 
 
      
 
      Doug is definitely peeing himself, right about now… 
 
      
 
      Disappearing down the corridor to my right, this time I follow my corresponding trail marked in blue. 
 
   
  
 



.Procurement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Passing through the interior of the huge station gave me chills. Visiting structures that were built before the fall of the Colonial Government always creeps me out. Something about being in a place so old and yet seemingly unaffected by time just rubs me the wrong way. Or resonates with me.. honestly I’m not sure I’m really equipped to process that shit right now.  
 
      
 
      Intersecting corridors were massive, constructed of metal and stone. These immense feats of engineering were almost beyond comprehension. The time and manpower it must have taken to complete?  
 
      
 
      Mother always tells me that you can’t put a price on something that was built to last forever. 
 
      
 
      I suppose the same could be said about the antimatter engines we all take for granted.  
 
      
 
      Every class 2 skid ever constructed was outfitted with at least one. Running completely off of the byproduct of processing the empty space surrounding the ship, concentrating the radiation and filtered cosmic dust particles?  
 
      
 
      These things were built so well that they even outlast the plating that shields the ship from its energy output. We’re talking age old technology that likely dates back eons before even Julia was constructed! Crazy shit to think about.. especially when you’re wandering around a space station built even before that. 
 
      
 
      As I pull myself out of yet another tangent, I nearly walk into a couple Navigators arguing with one another infront of a large window. Trailing my eyes up the blue line, it splits and then borders the giant glass aperture. 
 
      
 
      Procurement. 
 
      
 
      They quiet down as a young woman returns from somewhere behind a row of shelves that seem to lead on and out for forever. She holds a large blue box with item numbers printed on it. Sliding her hand against the window, the glass dematerializes.  
 
      
 
      I smile. Yet another one of Uncle Mac’s contribution to the cosmos, NexTech shielding. Bulletproof, puncture proof, airtight and impervious to forced physical entry. Devised into existence by some serious traumatic events caused by countless near misses. 
 
      
 
      The woman slides the box forward, keeping her right hand firmly on the top. One of the men in front of me tosses her a credit chip before she reluctantly hands over the procurement parcel. Happily, the couple exchange grunts before taking their prize and strolling off down the corridor. 
 
      
 
      Walking a few paces, I replace myself with the former patrons and open my mouth as to greet the woman. 
 
      
 
    She waves her hand and reactivates the shielding.  
 
      
 
      Now, I know she saw me. Well, I mean… I think she did, anyway.  
 
      
 
      Raising my right hand, I make a loose fist and begin rapping my index and middle finger knuckles against the glass. She knows just as much as I do, the glass doesn’t hinder sound when touched. So at the very least, this woman hears me knocking. 
 
      
 
    She looks up, definitely makes eye contact with me before going about reading something on her datapad. 
 
      
 
      Okay.  
 
      
 
    Yeah. 
 
      
 
      This girl? I’m going to call her Sheryl. 
 
      
 
      “..excuse me, Sheryl..” Knocking louder this time, just to make sure she can hear me. Definitely not out of spite. 
 
      
 
      Maybe a little out of spite. 
 
      
 
    “..Sheryl?!” She blurts out in amusement. Muttering something to herself about tourists. Sheryl ignores me and continues reading. 
 
      
 
      Now, this is probably the part where I should just turn sideways to show her my brand. Yeah. I don’t think I want this one off the hook so easily.  
 
      
 
      The funny thing about Mac’s NexTech Shielding is that it’s designed to be operated on either side of the screen.  
 
      
 
      Reaching up with my left hand, I firmly press my thumb, index and middle fingers to the transparent surface. Applying just the right amount of force and at a parallel angle to the base of the screen. And.  
 
      
 
      Poof.  
 
      
 
    Down goes the shielding. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl hears the familiar sound as the particle generator shuts off and the grid collapses. I can tell that she does her job so much, the sound registers but she isn’t quite sure what it is... until a random Navigator walks behind me. Her shoes tapping against the floor. 
 
      
 
    The sound so crisp, clear and vigorous.. shit gets real. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl stands, toppling her chair onto the ground beneath her. Without thought she unholsters her sidearm and wildly aims it in my general direction. 
 
      
 
      I’m going to go out on a limb and say.. I didn’t think this through. 
 
      
 
      Pushing my fingertips back along the same path, I retrigger the shielding.  
 
      
 
    She discharges her weapon.  
 
      
 
      Not once. 
 
      
 
    Not twice. 
 
      
 
      But she unloads the entire magazine. 
 
      
 
      On my side of the glass all I hear is tiny suppressed thuds with each pull of the trigger. 
 
      
 
      Bullet after bullet flies towards me and then meets the shield. Suspended in time and space, they spin frictionless at the same rotation as they left the barrel of her weapon.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      We stood there a moment.  
 
      
 
    Sheryl shaking with fear and confusion.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I was silent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      Until it dawns on me that Sheryl just tried to kill me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      Well, that certainly escalated quickly.. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Raising my right hand I resume knocking on the glass, a might bit more aggressively this time.  
 
      
 
    Sheryl drops her gun, hyperventilating. 
 
      
 
      “..Sheryl..I’m going to need you to stay conscious..” Pointing at my brand. “..I require your assistance..” 
 
      
 
    Sheryl braces herself against the tabletop, making her way towards the window.  
 
      
 
      Okay.  
 
      
 
      This one is particularly fragile.  
 
      
 
      Looking up to the 11 bullets still floating within the barrier, I point up at them. “..I think you missed..” 
 
      
 
    Sheryl let out a sound, I think it might have been nervous laughter. But the girl was definitely not having a very good day. 
 
      
 
      Definitely fragile. 
 
      
 
    She let out an exaggerated breath before reaching up to the glass and habitually sliding her hand across the surface.  
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes, I cringe waiting for the metal pellets to cascade downward. And cascade they most certainly did. 11 tiny projectiles drop, scatter and bounce about the area. Several clattering their way halfway down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “..name..” Sheryl’s voice tugging me back to the interaction. 
 
      
 
      “..Titan..” Opening my eyes, I take in her features as I respond. 
 
      
 
    She was a fairly attractive woman, aside from the whole blood draining from her extremities which is currently causing her to appear incredibly pale.. almost sickly. Her light brown hair resting about her shoulders. Mixed heritage, likely from old blood on Nighmeria itself. Lighter skin tone than I am. 
 
      
 
    “..I..I can see that..” Sheryl says with a slight undertone of sarcasm. Her brown eyes seem to soften a bit. “..it’s standard procedure for us to request the name on the account..” 
 
      
 
      Name on the account? What is she talking about? Titans don’t need accounts.. we’re Titans! 
 
      
 
      “..listen Sheryl, I need a new command chip..” It’s entirely possible that I may be getting a little louder as I speak. But if that truly is the case, it’s only so she can hear me better. “..I’ve been having a pretty shitty last few days.. or cycles.. or whatever.. and I’m really hoping you can help a girl out..” 
 
      
 
    She turns and retrieves her datapad. Touching the display, she repeats herself. “..name of the account holder?” Sheryl focuses on her screen, purposely keeping from making eye contact. 
 
      
 
     “..under Faction Ordinance 82-3, I am invoking imminent domain..”  
 
      
 
    Sheryl’s voice interrupts me. “..if you’ll just give me a name I will gladly access your account and finish the transaction for you..” She paused. “..do you really want to try and fumble around our system for hours trying to find your parcel?” 
 
      
 
      Huh. She did have a point. Even if I storm over this counter and take that datapad, I would still need to somehow find a command chip. Grumbling to myself, I made up my mind. “..Lirenvadra..”  
 
      
 
    “..that’s a very bizarre name to give your child..” Sheryl absentmindedly responded, her fingers typing in my name on her device. 
 
      
 
      “..so is Sheryl..” I mumble under my breath.  
 
      
 
    “..what?!” Sheryl stops searching for my information and stares at me accusingly. 
 
      
 
      Ugh.  
 
      
 
      This girl did not have a sense of humor. I motion for her to hurry things along. “..nothing..”  
 
      
 
    She looks back down at her screen, reading through several entries. Sheryl purposely pauses before glancing back in my general direction. “..there is no account under anyone with your provided credentials..” 
 
      
 
      “..I seem to have lost my command chip somewhere back in your storage area.. craziest of circumstances, I swear!..” I’m not entirely sure why, but against my better judgment. I play along. “..I can compensate you should you manage to find it for me..” 
 
      
 
    “..I’m sorry what did you say?!” Sheryl folds the datapad up underneath her left arm and stares at me. Her face void of any real discerning hint of emotion. 
 
      
 
      “..lost chip..” Rolling my eyes at her little theatrical display. She heard me. “..compensation..”  
 
      
 
      I mean, seriously? 
 
      
 
    Sheryl bows her head before, acknowledging my statement. Without another word, she disappears behind a row of assorted packages. Her footsteps steadily moving in the opposite direction before stopping. 
 
      
 
      It is only now, standing alone outside of a Navigator Procurement Agency window with bullets scattered about the corridor, that I realize just how out of place I am. 
 
      
 
    Several passersby exchange glances and move to the opposite side of the walkway, distancing themselves from me. 
 
      
 
      I feign a polite smile to each of them in a subconscious attempt to somehow make them feel at ease. Only causing anxiety to churn within my stomach at the unspoken judgments shown evidence in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl returns from her parcel hunt and rejoins the interaction. Placing a small rectangular blue box atop the counter. It was evident in her features that she was increasingly nervous about the whole process.   
 
      
 
      Etched across the sides of the procurement parcel was a peculiar string of numbers, I assume were inventory markers, and the unmistakable sigil of the Navigators. Eyeing the dimensions I can’t help but wonder what could possibly be inside. 
 
      
 
      “..looks a little big for a replacement command chip..” The sarcasm in my tone was layered thick behind an overtone of impatience. 
 
      
 
    “..This is a retrieval kit..” Sheryl smiles with a fake fit of confidence and playfully pats the lid. “..I assumed that you might still have the broken unit wedged in there somewhere..” 
 
   
  
 



.Abide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ferocious and unexpected, an alarm screams out in high pitched octaves. My eyes roll and eyelids flutter in response to the abrasive sound as it threatens to send me reeling into a fit of uncontrollable rage. Interior lights flicker, dim and then illuminate at full brightness, no doubt in response to the unnerving siren.   
 
      
 
      Sometimes I hate my heightened sense of sight and hearing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      This would be one of those times. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Clattering of foot traffic echoes down the corridor, each individual step flooding across every bare surface of the concrete walls like rolling thunder. A small squad of NavOfficers ran past Procurement Agency. 
 
      
 
      “..something I should be concerned about?” Hopefully the disinterest is evident enough in my voice that Sheryl wouldn’t waste any time explaining. Honestly, I didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    “..I’m sure it’s nothing..” Sheryl again feigned a pleasant smile. “..just sign here and you’ll be off and on your way..” She purposely exaggerated that last little quip. 
 
      
 
      Looking down I notice that Sheryl is rubbing her fingers and thumb together, indicating in a crude yet effective motion to pay her. 
 
      
 
      She’s kidding me, right? 
 
      
 
      Pay her here? While she is literally at her place of employment? In broad view of any and every passerby? No. 
 
      
 
    Several meters away, my keen hearing picks up on muffled thwacking, possibly gunfire echoing amidst the sounds of mulled sirens and people shuffling in distress to their destinations. 
 
      
 
      Reaching for the parcel, I wrap my fingers around the sides and tug towards me. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl presses down more firmly, keeping her grip steady and the box planted to the countertop. 
 
      
 
      Arching my left brow, I stare at the woman in silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “..dear gods!” A NavOfficer comes running down the expansive hallway, pistol drawn. In full sprint. 
 
      
 
      “..perfect..” The obnoxiously loud alarms blip, chirp and then silence, the sound however lingers within my subconscious. Resonating in an endless loop, I lament in a quiet riot.  
 
      
 
    “..we haven’t used that system in ages..” Sheryl seems confused, leaning onto the counter, she waves with her free hand urging the young man running towards us to slow his approach. 
 
      
 
    “..it’s impossible!” The youthful expressions of the young officer were replaced with dread and remorse. “..They’re dead.” 
 
      
 
    “..calm down..” Sheryl says forcefully but with a comforting undertone. She presses her fingers to her comlink. Her face drains of all color. 
 
      
 
      People are dead. People die all the time..  
 
      
 
      Sirens and alarms are going off… possible gunfire. There is no solid evidence this has anything to do with my arrival. 
 
      
 
      Yep. Total coincidences here. 
 
      
 
    “..Million, you’re not listening.” The young man’s voice is distanced as he speaks, almost as if he wasn’t even sure of what he was actually saying. “..the Apex on Nighmeria has been destroyed.” 
 
      
 
      “..did he just call you Million?!..” Squinting, I try and place the name. It’s familiar. Clearing my throat I bring myself back to processing the important events of the situation. “..Wait…did you just say that someone destroyed an Apex!” 
 
      
 
      There’s no known power in the cosmos that can destroy an Apex. It’s not possible. They were the only pieces of technology to withstand the Great Pulse. Unless you have access to an auxiliary frame, there isn’t even a way to disrupt communications. 
 
      
 
      Does this mean that there’s something out there more powerful than an auxiliary frame? Or is this the device we’ve been tracking? 
 
      
 
      It can’t be a coincidence that Enoch escapes, an Apex is destroyed and people start dying… 
 
      
 
      ..Okay..so maybe I can be convinced that this could all be somewhat my fault.  
 
      
 
      At least partially. 
 
      
 
      “..put your gun away before you hurt yourself..” I motion towards the skittish young NavOfficer. “..send this shit back to my ship. I’ll be sure and…sign…for it later.”  
 
      
 
    Submersion fluid would have healed his wounds, so with me out of commission for the past hour and a half..Enoch was left to his own devices. I can only guess, there was a specific reason he brought us to this station.  
 
      
 
      And one thing was undeniably clear… 
 
      
 
      No good can come of this. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl nods in acknowledgement, sliding the tiny blue box back into her palm. Drawing the parcel to her chest. “..stow your weapon Leto..”  
 
      
 
      Where the hell is Julia?!  
 
      
 
    Obediently, the young NavOfficer holstered his weapon.  
 
      
 
      “..how could something like this happen on a carrier?” I stepped back from the Procurement Agency window, reaching to the small of my back. I retrieve the NavTech pistol. “..you don’t have an apex on board..” 
 
      
 
    “..we installed a capstone next to the observation deck thousands of cycles ago…for tourists..” Sheryl’s voice held a softened twinge of regret. “..it’s a heavily populated area..” 
 
      
 
      “..show me..” Checking the weight of the pistol, I ready myself. Sharing my current thoughts on the irresponsible decision to put an unencrypted Apex waypoint in a public area wouldn’t be helpful.  
 
      
 
      But I hope these pilots realize just how irresponsible giving unrestricted access to the network truly is.. 
 
      
 
    Brushing past me, this Leto character shifted his weight before bolting back down the corridor. For someone cowardly enough to run away, he seemed fairly comfortable with leading a complete stranger to their doom. 
 
      
 
      It’s probably not very reassuring, come to think of it. 
 
      
 
      Quickly I catch up to Leto. Matching him stride for stride, I can’t help but feel some kind of way about it. I feel energized, a renewed vigor coursing through my entire being. 
 
      
 
      And as the recycled air presses to my exposed flesh, hair flailing behind me with every footstep.. I can almost feel the ship calling out to me. 
 
      
 
      Turning a corner, we pass several onlookers. You can hear it in the hushed whispers, the news was spreading throughout the ship. It wouldn’t be long before panic set in and the entire population would be putting the Navigators’ legendary steel resolve to the test.  
 
      
 
    We follow the green lines up another corridor and through a large intersection. NavOfficers parting to either side of us as the mere sight of an outsider commanded their attention. 
 
      
 
      As we near the unmistakable oversized doors protecting the Apex, a crowd of Navigators pool at the entrance. Pushing through the newly gathered flock of onlookers and lolligaggers, we manage to shove our way into the chamber. 
 
   
  
 



.Capstone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Massive pillars line the innards of the ancient structure, those solid beams of polished stone stretching several meters above us. A dull roar reverberates off of every wall within the perfectly shaped pyramid, amplified by its flawless design. Even amongst the presence of directed acoustics there was one sound definitively absent from the hollowed interior. The capstone had in fact been disconnected from the network. 
 
      
 
      But it grew worsened still. As every step we took further into the center of the room, a body lay beneath our feet. 
 
      
 
      “..what in the hell happened here?” Tucking the pistol back into the waistline of my pants, I free up my hands. 
 
      
 
    “..they’ve all been slaughtered..” The fear in his voice rolling into anger as Leto began surveying the bodies. His features smearing into hatred. “..there’s at least three squads here!” 
 
      
 
      I could count.  
 
      
 
      But I figure he’s just making a brief observation.  
 
      
 
      It isn’t hard to see. This kind of devastating attack was skillful, masterful and impressive. Only Vanguard could cut down this many simultaneous assailants without so much as a scratch.  
 
      
 
      Reaching the communication terminal, I slide my hands across the screen and boot up the registry. Out of sheer curiosity, I run a search for broadband military frequencies. The very last thing I need right now is to have to play rescue for Jewels if any of these pilots get it in their heads to capture her. 
 
      
 
      No trace of the warrant in this system. 
 
      
 
      Ever. 
 
      
 
      Something is unmistakably wrong. 
 
      
 
    “..you find something?!?” Leto calls out to me. 
 
      
 
      Find something? Oh, I found something alright.. it’s just not what I was anticipating. Confusion slowly gripping at my subconscience, I squint my eyes in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “..who did they call?” Leto grunts as he begins searching the bodies of the fallen. Likely hoping to find a clue. His inquiry shaking me back on task. 
 
      
 
      As the terminal flashes the coordinates of the last transmission, I feel my brows furrow.  
 
      
 
      What is this? 
 
      
 
      “..there were two separate connections made to the same Apex..” Yeah. I have absolutely no idea what it is I’m looking at. Glancing up from the monitor I watch as a squad of heavily armed NavOfficers make their way into the chamber. “..in an uncharted system..” 
 
      
 
      Who exactly did Enoch call? And more importantly.. how did he boost the signal enough to establish the connection not once but twice? 
 
      
 
      Turning I catch sight or an aging Navigator. His graying hair and green eyes where his more noticeable features. He wore a black NavTech overcoat and matching slacks, the rank of Admiral sewn into his left sleeve. The most notable accent her wore was a gold NavTech handgun affixed to his hip, an officer’s pistol.  
 
      
 
      This guy is on the Nighmerian High Council.  
 
      
 
      Glancing at him, I can’t place his face. 
 
      
 
      I’m fairly certain I’ve met him somewhere, someplace or sometime.  
 
      
 
      Oh well, it’s probably not important. 
 
      
 
    Leto scrambled to collect himself, standing at attention. 
 
      
 
      In silence, I watch the man walk carefully through the chamber. A stern look of distress plasters his features.  
 
      
 
    He stops a few meters from the terminal and bends over. Picking up one of the escaped bullets, he stands upright with a puzzled look. 
 
      
 
    “..Leto..” His voice acknowledging the young officer as he comes to a stop within arm’s length of me. His green eyes scanning me up and down with an air of suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “..Admiral Tipmen..” Leto bows his head respectfully towards the Admiral. 
 
      
 
    Leto and one of Tipmen’s NavOfficers hunch over and begin pulling one of the victims up to his feet. Near death, barely breathing but alive. They help him to the entrance before several of the onlookers disperse the area so Leto and the others could assist the wounded man. 
 
      
 
    “..get that man some medical attention immediately..” Tipmen barks. “..I want to know who did this!” 
 
      
 
    But it was painfully obvious. Inadvertently, that was his passive aggressive way of accusing me of guilt. 
 
      
 
      Truthfully, I probably would have suspected me too. 
 
      
 
      Keeping admonition of guilt to myself, I squint in confusion. 
 
      
 
      Something tells me things are not exactly as they appear… 
 
      
 
      “...Tipmen is it?..” Pressing my fingertip to the screen, I pulled up the final incoming signal. “..A burst of some kind of energy was sent through the Apex, the feedback so immensely powerful it disabled the bandwidth safeguards and spliced through the capstone itself..” 
 
      
 
      A pulse. 
 
      
 
      A focused beam was directly targeted at the capstone and then was redirected to the Apex on Nighermia when the information exceeded the allocated bandwidth. 
 
      
 
      This was no accident. 
 
      
 
      It was very much deliberate. 
 
      
 
      ..and in a somewhat twisted perspective… it was beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “..you’re telling me that a call from inside this facility somehow triggered the Apex on Nighmeria to destroy itself?” Tipmen peers over my shoulder at the display, disbelief riddling about his features. “..that’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
      “..That’s a very limited summation of what happened here. Whatever incited this incident wasn’t a call.. it was a warning...” I said matter of factly, tracing my fingertips again over the terminal. “..and it was quickly responded to with a show of force…” 
 
      
 
      I should probably have not rushed into the room and taken charge of the researching of this little situation. Or I possibly shouldn’t have insulted the comprehension of a ranking NavOfficer. Whatever the could have, should have and would have’s.. Tipmen was pretty heated at my dismissal of his poor assessment.  
 
      
 
    “..WHAT?!” As the Admiral raises his voice, he immediately loses his composure. Watching me as I access the system, casually. He slows his speech. You can almost smell his hair burning from all of the brain activity. “..who exactly do you think you are..?” 
 
      
 
      Instinctively, I brush my jacket down from my shoulder to expose my brand, signifying to the concerned pilot that he was outranked… 
 
      
 
      …by a teenager. 
 
      
 
      Ignoring him, I tried to access the AI network from the hub with no success. Whatever struck the capstone had rendered it completely useless. It was a wonder how the terminal itself was still online. 
 
      
 
      So, until I can establish a secure link with Twitch’s AI network… good old fashioned human deduction will have to suffice. 
 
      
 
      Most significantly is ruling out Julia from being involved in this, which was particularly easy to do. 
 
      
 
      Machines can’t access user terminals. 
 
      
 
      Not because they can’t see the use for them, but because the Technologists made it impossible for them to interact with peripherals attached to life support systems.  
 
      
 
      This fact automatically crosses out the possibility that Julia made the second call. Since her sync function was manually removed back on Meridian long before I was born, she doesn’t possess the capability. 
 
      
 
      So either a human made both calls or… 
 
      
 
    “..you’re joking?” A breathy fit of laughter erupts from Tipmen as he disregards my Titan status. “..we Navigators have been waiting for your Sovereign to strike against us..”  
 
      
 
      Really? 
 
      
 
      Well that escalated. 
 
      
 
      I mean, he actually thinks that my father would destroy an Apex? 
 
      
 
      The ignorance is hard to grasp. 
 
      
 
       This guy is one of the most powerful Navigators. I just try and brush off the stupidity and explain to him what I know for sure. 
 
      
 
      “..I’m pretty sure I know who killed these men..” Folding my jacket back over my shoulder, I cover my Titan brand. Tipmen already proved he didn’t acknowledge my rank, anyway. “..a captive from my ship must have escaped. The plan was to land, restock and meander to our next destination without incident.. your people were just in the wrong place at the wrong time..” 
 
      
 
    “..wrong place and time?!?” the Admiral shakes his head in astonishment. “..the nerve of your poor choice of words in usch a grave time only serves as an admonition of your guilt.” 
 
      
 
      “..listen try and get this through your tiny pilot brain..” Yeah, I know.. I did that thing where I start saying stupid shit to upset people..again. But come on.. this guy wasn’t serious was he? “..we’re potentially dealing with not one but possibly two highly dangerous, immensely powerful weapons. Do you realize the implications of our society being caught in the crossfire… for a second time?” 
 
      
 
    “..I’m done listening to this ridiculous explanation…” Tipmen interrupts my emphasis on the potential danger lurking just beneath the surface. His voice a low rolling growl as he begins to raise his ornate officer’s pistol in my general direction. “.. arrest this girl and see that we contact The Vangard and expose their sabatoge..” 
 
      
 
      “..careful Admiral Tight Pants..” Did I just say that? Me? Yeah. But this guy was testing my threshold for stupidity. I watch as he aims the gun towards my chest. “..let’s not do things we can’t take back..” 
 
      
 
      He was a little too close and I didn’t much care for his tone. 
 
      
 
      It must have been a moment of poor judgment, at least that’s what I told myself. As his trigger finger grips down on his pistol, I am forced to react. 
 
      
 
      Regardless of the reasoning.. rationality or lack thereof..   
 
      
 
    It happened. 
 
      
 
      And as usual, it happened quickly. 
 
      
 
      Instinctively, I feel my body relax and mind clear. Without thought, my arms raise to intertwine with Tipmen’s, grappling the weapon from his grasp. With flawless precision and in one fluid motion, I bring the weapon to the very center of his forehead. 
 
      
 
      Here is where we stay for a moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      I am in complete control. 
 
      
 
      
 
      I decide if this man lives or dies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ..and I want to make sure he knows it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “...Sir..” Leto pushes his way back into the room, the crowd of other Navigators standing completely still. “..I apologize if I’m interrupting..” 
 
      
 
    “..I’m being held at gunpoint with my own weapon..” Tipmen grunts through clenched teeth, unable to turn to face the officer. He glares at me, those eyes fixated upon my every nuance. 
 
      
 
    “..I see that, Sir..” There was almost a slight twinge of amusement in the man’s voice before he straightens his posture. “..we have just gotten word that three ships have abruptly left the docking station and have jumped immediately into Spatial Shift..”
 
 
    “..why exactly is that important?” Tipmen tries to maneuver his head to look towards the entrance of the now crowded chamber. 
 
      
 
    “..one of the ships registered no passengers on board..” Leto recounts the specifics. “..and another had two machines on board, an unregistered Archetype and a Medical Drone.” 
 
      
 
    “..that’s only two..” Tipmen sounds confused by the lapse in performance. “..I thought you said we’ve lost three skids..” 
 
      
 
    “..that’s just it, Sir..” Youthful features folding into concern. The NavOfficer pauses. “..the third ship completely disappeared before having ever left the docking area..” 
 
      
 
      That third ship was without question, beyond a shadow of a doubt.. Julia and Twitch. 
 
      
 
      So Enoch somehow broke himself out of stasis, a feat that is worthy of applause in itself. After which he snuck into the Apex chamber, made a call to the uncharted system..in a completely different galaxy. Pissed off someone he shouldn’t have and got the Navigator Apex melted. Caused mass panic, shot his way to freedom and then just disappeared?  
 
      
 
      I can’t help but blame myself for not seeing it sooner or for taking an original Operative of The Colonial Armed Forces at face value. History proved how resourceful they can be.. I mean shit. My father went from nothing to forcing the entire human race to bow at his feet. 
 
      
 
    So that means that.. what? Julia and the Medical Drone just decided to leave me here? 
 
      
 
      I guess stranger things have happened. 
 
      
 
      ..but something still doesn’t feel right about all of this.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “..which heading did the other two ships bear?” Glancing towards Leto, I smile politely in his direction. 
 
      
 
    “..um..” Leto hesitates but continues without the approval of the Admiral. “..the ship with no passengers is no longer connected to the Twitch network and it appears the machines are on course for the fringe capital world, Meridian..” 
 
      
 
      What in the hell is going on? NavShips don’t register Julia as an Archetype and since Twitch doesn’t even come up on sensors.. something is very, very.. not right. 
 
      
 
      “..it sounds like I should probably get going..” Reaching for the pistol nestled under my waistband I sway it in the general direction of the room’s entrance, the crowd of onlookers dispersing to oneside to allow me a clear path out of the chamber. “..I’ve got a flight to catch and it looks like you’ll be cleaning up this little mess for awhile..” 
 
      
 
    “..I don’t know who you are..” Tipmen didn’t even try to hide his anger, which is understandable… considering he still has his own gun pointed at his dome-piece. “..but you won’t make it off this station..” 
 
      
 
    “..Sir..” Leto interjects with a pained expression plastered about his face. “..Million has analyzed the ship’s internal surveylance system and decrypted a military transmission logged from this woman’s ship..” 
 
      
 
      What was Sheryl doing on my ship? 
 
      
 
      Oh.. right.. I had invited her to drop off that package. 
 
      
 
      ..it did not include snooping around my communications terminal. 
 
      Wait a minute. 
 
      
 
      This system hadn’t registered any trace of that signal. Not even the smallest kilobyte of information transmitted or received about Julia’s fugitive status. 
 
      
 
      What in the literal hell… 
 
      
 
    “..don’t you think it would’ve made more sense to lead with that information?” Tipmen’s voice pulls me out of my fit of contemplation. He sounds both angry and embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “..Probably, Sir..” Leto says almost unapologetically, the sarcasm so very close to the surface. 
 
      
 
      The unmistakable scent of urine fills my senses and the sound of isolated rain drops into a solitary pool catches my ears. Lowering my gaze I trail down Tipmen’s uniform to find that in his shock, fear and aggression.. he had pissed himself. 
 
      
 
      “..that’s embarrassing..” Whispering softly to the Admiral, I raise both guns up into the air.. universal signal that I was no longer an aggressor. But that could easily change. 
 
      
 
      Truth be told, I would have much preferred to have a squad of my fellow Vangard at my side if taking on an entire space station full of Navigators. Hell, I would have even settled for Hawthorne and a pair of his childish buddies. Of course I would never admit it to his face. 
 
      
 
    “..who..” Tipmen’s jaw shakes with an unbridled tension. “..who are you?” 
 
      
 
      “..I am Lirenvadra..” Casually I began walking towards the large doors, the crowd of Navigators dispersing quickly so as to not get into my way. Probably for the best. “..remember my name well..” Pausing I stood next to the young officer, Leto.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tipmen yells, obviously enraged. “..Lirenvadra!?!..” He repeats my name as if he’s shocked. Probably because he didn’t figure I’d gladly share it. 
 
      
 
      I mean, considering the circumstances.. I suppose I can see how it would be somewhat confusing. I did just steal his gun, bring a murdering psychopath onto his ship..and there was that whole melting of the Nighmerian Apex Network. 
 
      
 
      “..careful..” I interrupted him before he made the last mistake of his miserable short little lifespan. Turning on my heels, both guns still raised to the ceiling. I glance over my right shoulder, making sure our eyes meet. “..you’ve already said enough to forfeit your own pathetic existence.. one more insult to my character or my faction will no doubt result in your swift, merciless and justified execution..” 
 
      
 
    Tipmen grimaces. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment. The briefest of instances where I almost thought he had a spine. His eyes seeming on fire with loss and shock dancing wildly in his aging features. And then he sighs. 
 
      
 
    “..please give Thayden, Sovereign of the Vanguard, enforcer of the unconditional law..” Tipmen forces himself to smile. “..my sincerest salutations..” Bending at the waist, the Admiral bows respectfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Of course.  
 
      
 
      …another coward. 
 
      
 
      Rolling my eyes I dismiss the tired old man’s formality. Wasting no more time on this unnecessary interaction, I move past what few Navigators remain near the entrance of the chamber.  
 
      
 
    Leto nods ever so slightly in my general direction and motions to the dark line painted on the floor. 
 
      
 
      I flash him a brief smile before leaving him and his commanding officer to pick up the pieces on their own. Following the black line towards the docking bay, I try and make sense of everything. 
 
      
 
    It was undeniably apparent that Tipmen had ordered his people to stand down and ignore my presence on the station. Hopefully he had done so for their own good and not some twisted sense of mental terrorism. 
 
      
 
      But admittedly, as I made my way down the ancient corridors, they seem that much more empty with the Navigators shunning my very existence. 
 
      
 
      I can’t help but feel some kind of way about it.  
 
      
 
      Overhearing the remnants of dying conversations of men and women as I walk by brings a strange sense of melancholy. Not remorse. Simply reminds me of childish games we would play growing up, secrets kept and given to the worthy. 
 
      
 
      And here.. I was not marked with such value. 
 
      
 
      Parading forward, guns held high I literally put myself on autopilot.  
 
      
 
      Clearing the distance, backtracking to the docking bay. 
 
      
 
      I didn’t even bother to acknowledge Doug as he unclamps the auxiliary conduit and begins rolling it back into the maintenance hatch. 
 
      
 
      It was comforting, the sound of my workboots transitioning from concrete to the grated floor of the loading ramp. 
 
      
 
    Doug tries to avert his eyes as I pass, folding his arms up against himself in a timid display of frailty. I simply roll my eyes in pity. 
 
      
 
      Moving into the recreation area, I lower the pistols and set them on the table. 
 
      
 
    The Nightshade breaks the uncomfortable silence. “..hello unidentifiable passenger..” Those harmonized synthesized tones greeting me with this annoying new script.  
 
      
 
      Why Julia ever tampered with the Nightshade’s internal sensors still escapes me. Though it probably had something to do with whatever twisted plan she had concocted, likely to visit Earth. 
 
      
 
    “..you are authorized to continue maintenance at Captain Piper Million’s discretion.” Pausing for a moment, if I didn’t know any better, I would swear the operating system was rubbing it in on purpose. “..Would you like an update?.” 
 
      
 
      So now the mail carrier has taken over control of my property. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Oh this ship is so broken... I can hardly stand it!  
 
      
 
      “..why, yes. Yes I would like an update.” Balling up my fists I restrain my urge to throw something. Instead, I feign a smile and speak through clenched teeth. “..you can also tell me when your systems will be able to access the AI Network.” 
 
      
 
    “..as the update to my Apex Marker finishes, I have been placed into temporary maintenance mode. You are free to assist in basic repairs and walk about the ship’s interior at your leisure..” The ship’s voice echoing off the walls of the now quite empty ship. “..connection to the network has been lost. I will be able to communicate with local satellites upon reconnection to the network or finalized reboot of my core programming.” 
 
      
 
      “..purge the registry and delete the flight paths..” I interrupt the damaged operating system. If Sheryl had placed the ship in maintenance mode, I only had a short period of time before it reset completely. I’m really not looking forward to its particularly disagreeable persona. “..update me when complete..” 
 
      
 
    Doug quickly exits the loading bay and scurries out of sight. 
 
      
 
      It was so kind of The Nightshade’s new captain to reinstall the Apex Marker without consulting me first. No doubt, she has already copied my recent flight records.. it’s what I would do.  
 
      
 
      Nosey pilots. 
 
   
  
 



.Fortune. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Groaning, I slouch my shoulders and begin dragging my feet. Sulking all of the way into my quarters. Honestly, I am pretty sure that my day can’t get any worse.. until I enter my room, that is. 
 
      
 
    Submersion fluid was everywhere. Arching out in every direction from its epicenter, the stasis pod. Dried up synthetic prokaryote membrane splattered all over the grated floor, the right side of my bed and even my table wasn’t safe. 
 
      
 
      I just can’t right now. 
 
      
 
      I just flat out can’t even process it.  
 
      
 
      Moving to my bed, I turn before falling backwards into my bedspread with reckless abandon. Every spot on my sheetset had been withered to a singed-like texture, dissolved organic tissue hardened into crystallized craters scattered over the entire surface.  
 
      
 
      It was devastating!    
 
      
 
      Not even the abrupt motion of my head slamming against a hard metal object nestled underneath my pillow could keep me from my anguish. 
 
      
 
      As I now lay there on my back, feet firmly planted on the floor, I reach up with both hands and flip the pillow over top of my face. Smothering myself with its softness, I scream at the top of my lungs. The sound of my torment muffled by its pillowy embrace. 
 
      
 
      My face flush from exertion of so much emotion, I feel my cheeks warm and my flesh radiates heat. Lying here. I take solace in the strong beating of my heart. 
 
      
 
      Silence taking hold. 
 
      
 
      I’m not entirely sure for how long I let myself wallow. But truthfully, I’m not sure I even really give a shit at this point.  
 
      
 
      Enoch is more than welcomed to launch himself into space and never return, but those two knuckleheads are headed for nothing but trouble.  
 
      
 
      Who am I kidding? 
 
      
 
       I’m more concerned with facing my parents. 
 
      
 
      This whole wayward expedition was my responsibility, after all. 
 
      
 
      How in the hell did we go from cruising around the entire galaxy looking for space junk to chasing after ghosts of lost technology and potentially starting a war with an unknown foe in a completely uncharted region of the universe. 
 
      
 
      Releasing my grip on the pillow, I let my hands fall lackadaisically near the headboard. The back of my right hand touching a solid cold object, my left brushing against a tiny smooth surface. 
 
      
 
      Sitting up, the pillow falls back to the bedspread and I turn at the waist to assess further the unidentified objects placed on my bed. 
 
      
 
      There.  
 
      
 
      There atop my bedsheets, having been hidden from sight underneath my pillow lay a small polished stone next to Enoch’s precious metal cube. 
 
      
 
      The Medical Drone? 
 
      
 
      That resourceful… yet inexplicitly creepy little trash can! 
 
      
 
      Grabbing the metallic cube I clutch it close to my chest.  
 
      
 
      Taking a deep breath I exhale slowly and allow my emotions to simmer. 
 
      
 
      Walking out of my room, I am startled by nearly toppling over Sheryl. There’s no telling how long she’s been standing there, just outside my quarters.. watching me. The Nightshade should have at least mentioned her presence. 
 
      
 
      Right.  
 
      
 
      Broken internal sensors. 
 
      
 
    Stumbling in opposite directions, Sheryl and I steady ourselves separately by bracing against opposing walls in the corridor. 
 
      
 
      “..holy shit!!” Catching my breath and clutching the tiny cube to my chest. “..Sheryl..” 
 
      
 
    “..My name is Piper..” Sheryl exclaims with angst and a prevalent scowl. Her voice full of disdain and features calloused. 
 
      
 
      I just look at her curiously.  
 
      
 
    In silence. 
 
      
 
      That was unexpected.  
 
      
 
    A moment of sheer terror washes over her face as she realizes that she corrected a Vanguard.  
 
      
 
      A particularly angry and heavily armed… Vangaurd. 
 
      
 
    Sheryl brings her left hand to her mouth and covers her lips. 
 
      
 
      “..fair enough..” Tucking the cube underneath my left arm, I lean back against the wall leisurely. “..does Tipmen know that you’re here talking to me..” I pause. “..Piper?” 
 
      
 
    “..I forgot to bring you that replacement command chip you asked for..” Piper said with a thick undertone of embarrassment.  
 
      
 
      It was almost convincing. 
 
      
 
      She likely left to stash whatever information she stole from my terminals and came back when she knew I had boarded. 
 
      
 
      Clever girl. 
 
      
 
    “..Besides, it’s not every day that a Titan rolls into the Nighmerian System accompanied by a Class 2 Battlefield Medical Drone stumbling around wearing workboots and a small girl capable of singlehandedly killing 13 NavOfficers..” Piper paused. “..with their own weapons at point blank range..” 
 
      
 
      Tilting my head in confusion. “..what?!..”  
 
      
 
    “..I know, right? Brutal!” Piper scrunches her face into an exaggerated expression of concern. As quickly as it had appeared it vanished, a smile creasing into place. “..and then there’s the matter of this strange old man wandering about on his own.. which also seemed to originate from your ship.” 
 
      
 
      “..Enoch..” I roll my eyes at the very mention of him. “..great..” 
 
      
 
    “..I thought you might know who I was referring to..” Piper let a playful smirk dance about her lips. “..your response only solidifies my suspicions..” 
 
      
 
      “..So..Julia..” I say her name distantly as I try to calculate motive. For the life of me, I can’t understand why she’d kill so many Navigators. “.. killed those men?” 
 
      
 
    “..we were able to stabilize the survivor of the attack..” Piper speaks softly as she retrieves the tiny blue box from her jacket pocket. 
 
      
 
    Extending the small parcel. 
 
      
 
      Instinctively I reach out and accept the offering.  
 
      
 
      It’s heavier than I thought it would be. 
 
      
 
      Piper doesn’t give me time to process. 
 
      
 
    “..he said that they tried to apprehend the Medical Drone trying to access the capstone. Apparently, this girl politely asked them to move along and..” Piper crossed her arms about her chest. “..thats where things sort of went wrong..” 
 
      
 
      “..sounds like those two knuckleheads..” Tilting my head, I watch this little pilot as she speaks. Something in her voice, the way she holds herself.. she’s entranced by this whole ordeal. 
 
      
 
     “..When they advanced on her.. she moved so quickly and with such precision it was like she was able to dodge bullets themselves..” There was a sense of fear in her voice but also something else. Excitement. “..they tried to overwhelm her and she just executed them one by one..” 
 
      
 
      “..with their own weapons..” Distantly I repeat her words. “..at point blank range..” 
 
      
 
      Julia really had killed all of those people. 
 
      
 
    “..it was like nothing he had ever seen..” Piper trails off, lowering her eyes back down at her feet. 
 
      
 
      Silence takes hold as I try and comprehend the information.  
 
      
 
      Enoch called someone. Julia can’t operate the apex so she makes her toy robot do it for her? I mean, it’s possible.. but is Julia’s sync function really disabled?  
 
      
 
      I have to know. 
 
      
 
      “..was she there before or after the second transmission?” I have to be sure. Julia has managed to do some pretty miraculous feats that I have never seen another machine accomplish. But could she bypass the one failsafe put into place by her creators without the use of her sync function? 
 
      
 
    “..The little girl was there after the call was placed. She appeared to have been looking for the Medical Drone.” Piper explained. “..she actually tried explaining that to the group of officers but… they fired on her. She reacted. Somewhere in there the capstone overheated and the alarm sounded..” 
 
      
 
      They were scared. Skittish.  
 
      
 
      …And paid for it with their lives. 
 
      
 
      If the timing of the calls and the report from the survivor coincide. That means that Enoch made the first call. Twitch made the second. And Julia happened upon the communication chamber moments after. 
 
      
 
      So where in the hell is the dynamic duo off to now? 
 
      
 
    Piper coughs purposely and pulls me out of my mind’s wandering. I’m not entirely sure how long I made her stand there in awkward silence. 
 
      
 
      I need to change the subject. 
 
      
 
      “..Natticus..” Unexpectedly, even to me, I blurt out the name that’s been just on the tip of my tongue. “..Natticus of House Million, Son of Verga..” 
 
      
 
    Piper’s lips parted as if to say something in response, though my outburst must have thrown her off.  
 
      
 
    Slowly she nods her head. 
 
      
 
      “..any relation?” Half expectantly I wave in her direction. 
 
      
 
    “..he’s my great..” Piper closes her eyes in contemplation, as if actually counting the degrees of separation. “..great, great… great, great, great… great grandfather’s cousin.” 
 
      
 
      “..I feel like distant relative would probably have been a sufficient response..” Blinking at the very precise calculation of an otherwise simple explanation.  
 
      
 
    “..I keep forgetting you Fringe are more into killing than mixing words..” Piper makes a face. It was in her tone, I may have unintentionally offended her. 
 
      
 
      “..little pilot..” Playfully I tap the tip of her nose with the end of my index finger. “..what did you take from my ship?..” 
 
      
 
      Playfulness aside, I need this girl to be honest with me. 
 
      
 
    “..you’re not exactly a people person are you?” Piper rests her hand on her hips and scowls with disapproval. 
 
      
 
      “..perhaps in another life..” Softly a breath escapes me, a tiny fit of genuine amusement. “..you and I would have been the best of friends..” 
 
      
 
    “..if your friendships begin with people firing their guns at you..” Piper places her hands on her hips. “..I’d be curious to see how rivalries start..” 
 
      
 
      “..mostly it’s unwarranted attention or unsolicited compliments.” Matter of factly I state the trend. “..it’s complicated..” 
 
      
 
      She tries to dodge answering my question. 
 
      
 
    “..sounds like it..” Piper says with feigned amazement. Something about the way she looks at me. Something about how she speaks.  
 
      
 
      This must be what Mac meant when he spoke about how Natticus looked at him. A curiosity and mystery in their eyes. So frail and initially fearful, but just underneath the surface.. something powerful and sincere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We smile at one another.  
 
      
 
      
 
      Perhaps for a bit too long. 
 
      
 
      I hope I don’t have to kill her. 
 
      
 
    “..reinstallation of core programming has been completed..” Those harmonized tones erupting from the ship’s internal coms awkwardly ruins the moment. “..system rebooting..” 
 
      
 
    “..this ship is going to be all kinds of glitchy until you hook it back into the network..” Piper shakes her head at the amusing timing before slowly turning to leave. “..you’d better hurry and replace that command chip before your own ship starts making idle threats..” 
 
      
 
      “..trust me, glitchy is my normal..” Watching as she walks through the interior of the ship. “..and idle threats? He only asks nicely once before getting particularly disagreeable..” 
 
      
 
      We have that in common. 
 
      
 
    “..I know we’ve just met but from what I have seen..” Piper casually the gold shimmer of Tipmen’s pistol laying on the table in the recreation area. Slowly running the tip of her index finger across it’s smooth surfaces. “..sounds like your kind of machine..” 
 
      
 
      She isn’t wrong.  
 
      
 
      And I won’t try to rebuttal 
 
      
 
    “..before you take off..” Piper calls off over her shoulder. “..there is still a matter of payment for product delivered..” 
 
      
 
      She’s bold.  
 
      
 
      I have to hand it to her. 
 
      
 
      “..take it..” My smile fading slightly, I nod for her to take the gun. “..I have only one use for it..” 
 
      
 
      Honestly, I really do only have one use for that particular weapon. Its only value? Its current position within this ship’s interior.. and how much Piper obviously wanted it. 
 
      
 
    Nodding respectfully, Piper gently picks up the officer’s gun. Turning it about in her hands, she admires it as light reflects about the interior of the ship. 
 
      
 
      Casually, I reach for my trusty 9mm, unclasping it from my leg holster. I intentionally click off the safety loud enough for even her fragile human ears to register. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes follow the sound of my actions.  
 
      
 
    Piper freezes in place, her heart begins pounding in her chest. Those beautiful eyes peering back at me with a helplessness known only by those readying themselves to die. 
 
      
 
      “..this will be the final time I ask little pilot..” Resting the back of my head against the corridor wall. My weapon pointed towards the grated floor in a loose grip. Those faded lips of crimson holding that gentle smile. “..what exactly did you take from my ship?” 
 
      
 
    “..I..I told you..” Piper stutters. Her fingers tightening about the fancy firearm clutched close to her chest. “..I.. I didn’t..” 
 
      
 
      Piper.  
 
      
 
      Sweet, little, unassuming Piper.  
 
      
 
      Do you not understand how easily I could erase you?  
 
      
 
      Especially now that you’re armed.  
 
      
 
      I raise my gun and point it at the small pilot, center mass. 
 
      
 
    “..it was some kind of code..” Piper closes her eyes and screams in my general direction. “..embedded in your diagnostic subroutines.. old, old military.. like something I have never seen!” 
 
      
 
      It wasn’t the pitch of her voice that causes me to also close my eyes, it was the content of the message. 
 
      
 
      Julia, my sister and trusted companion for the entirety of my existence. A machine. Orchestrated this entire adventure. Lead me to go against my father’s wishes, unleash a maniacal tyrant into the unsuspecting cosmos and not once did I question her loyalties. 
 
      
 
      It never occurred to me that she would be capable of betraying me.  
 
      
 
      Not like this. 
 
      
 
    “..there was a message.. a warrant encrypted in it..” Piper’s voice quivering with adrenalin and nervousness. “..I managed to decipher it and immediately reported the findings to the High Council..” 
 
      
 
      Letting out a softened breath, I allow the anger to pass through me, focusing only on the present.. the here and now, until only the sound of Piper’s footsteps scurrying, stumbling and tripping over herself down the loading ramp remained. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      The young navigator took my moment of internal reflection as her timed escape. 
 
      
 
      Probably for the best. 
 
      
 
      I don’t much feel in the merciful mood. 
 
      
 
      Truthfully, I’m not quite sure I can feel much of anything. 
 
      
 
      It’s almost as if the breath has been stolen from deep within me. A superficial warmth, something lingering just beneath the surface, covers me. While my body flushes with anger, my core seems frozen solid. An unusual imbalance of emotion rushing over me in waves. 
 
      
 
      Is this what regret feels like? 
 
      
 
    Piper must have hit the beacon outside of the ship as she cleared the docking site, because the mechanism engages and begins retracting the ramp.  
 
      
 
      Leaving me to wallow. 
 
      
 
      Inadvertently, Julia’s rouse and Piper’s nosey actions managed to cancel each other out.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      I can’t decide if I’m grateful or just disappointed. 
 
   
  
 



.Catalyst. 
 
      
 
      
 
      As the hull seals itself, I fight the urge to scream. Spinning about on my heels, I walk begrudgingly onto the bridge. Dropping the cube into my hands, I examine the seams and begin tracing them with my fingertips. 
 
      
 
    “..system reboot initializing..” The Nightshade warns as I stand infront of my usual spot at the communications terminal.  
 
      
 
      Almost unconsciously I reach up to the terminal and stash the small blue box Piper had retrieved at the procurement agency. My sense of urgency lifted, it was almost as if I wanted the operating system to shock me.  
 
      
 
      I’m almost certain that I deserve the punishment for having been so inexplicitly gullible.  
 
      
 
      I should have known. 
 
      
 
      Sitting back, the magnalift reacts and catches me in mid fall. Swinging my legs up, I prop my feet up onto the terminal nearly toppling the small box. 
 
      
 
      Pressing my fingers to the cube causes it to shift. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Now that’s not something you see every day. 
 
      
 
    Applying more pressure to each side of the cube causes an unseen mechanism to click. Four individual pins slowly protrude from four of the six sides. 
 
      
 
      Huh. 
 
      
 
    It was a puzzle. 
 
      
 
      Tilting my head, I bring the cube closer to my face. Drawing my legs down from the terminal haphazardly causes me to knock the small blue box onto the grated floor just below me, the lid jostling open and contents dislodging from the molded interior. 
 
      
 
    Leaning forward the cube reacts to the center of gravity shifting and a second mechanism clicks. The two remaining sides now have pins slowly stretching from tiny grooves. 
 
      
 
      Without thought I push the two new pins back inside of the cube. A seal bisecting the entire cube splits open exposing a rotating surface within the core.. a cylinder.  
 
      
 
    Turning each half of the cube separately in opposing rotation causes a small hatch to trip.  
 
      
 
      I must have been holding the cube upside down this entire time, as when the hatch trips a small circular disc falls. Instinctively I nudge the open blue box just at my feet to catch the disc before it slips through the grates. 
 
      
 
      Spinning the metal cube around I peer inside of the casing. Lead?  
 
      
 
      I hold the cube with my left hand and use my right to retrieve the blue box. Staring at the implant removal tool and two command discs. 
 
      
 
      Scowling I try and remember which of them was originally inside of the box and which was inside of the cube.  
 
      
 
    Each of the disc are the exact same dimensions and size. One is distinguished by having a rather ordinary green ring around the outermost rim, while the other has a similar copper color ring. Other than these two differences, I can see no noticeable way to tell them apart. 
 
      
 
      And then I smile. I’ll just check the broken replacements from the communication terminal. Done! 
 
      
 
      Setting the box in my lap I use my now free right hand to snap open the junction and expose the other implants. Pinching one of the damaged units between my index finger and thumb I bring it to eye level.  
 
      
 
      My smile immediately fades.  
 
      
 
    Every single one of the discs are identical to the others except the ring around the rim is black. 
 
      
 
      Flicking the disc from my grasp, I ignore it’s trajectory as I discard it in frustration.  
 
      
 
    The ship informs me that with maintenance mode no longer active, I am being asked to submit verification of my identity or leave the ship immediately. 
 
      
 
      Looking down at the blue box in haste, I roll my eyes. 
 
      
 
      Considering my favorite color is green, I debate picking it. But then I remember that gold is the official color of the Navigator sigil.  
 
      
 
      Copper. Could I be so sure that it was copper? Or was it actually gold? 
 
      
 
      Green is my favorite color. Screw it!  
 
      
 
      I pick up the copper disc and toss it back into the small metal cube. As lay it down on the terminal, the hatch closes and triggers retract. Something mechanical inside clicks and the cube returns to a solid mass on every side. The only indication of it ever having been open were those thin lines etched across its surface. 
 
      
 
      Whatever. 
 
      
 
      Grabbing the removal tool, a slim metal hook with a sharp point, I cringe. Tilting my head sideways, I curl the cold metallic curved spike into my ear canal. 
 
      
 
      This is not going to be a pleasant experience. 
 
      
 
      Waves of pain rush over my entire being, pressure pinching at the base of my skull and sending shivers shaking the length of my spine. Tendrils of blood cascading over my earlobe and running down the contours of my neck, chest and stomach. Staining my white shirt with streaks of crimson.  
 
      
 
      An unnatural warmth setting in as I twist the slim metal spike counterclockwise tugging on the implant. With each passing moment the tension in my head only heightens, to the brink of unconsciousness I pull. 
 
      
 
      Until finally, I feel the tiny conduit release its hold on the recesses of my auditory cortex. Rotating my jaw helps relieve the stress. 
 
      
 
      Staring blankly at the newly removed implant I watch as the stem receptors retract. The wormlike thermoelectric device twisting and contorting as it slowly powers down. An organic shape collecting itself into the familiar tiny metal disc. 
 
      
 
      Shuddering at the idea of ever having to do this process again, I take a deep breath and exhale. Dropping the removal spike and the damaged disc into the blue lid, I blink several times in hopes the repetition will somehow help numb the pain. 
 
      
 
      It doesn’t. 
 
      
 
      Without any room for doubt or call for reason, I pick up the disc with its smooth green ring. Trying not to pay too much attention as it responds to the blood still fresh on my fingertips. The tiny receptors snaking out into the distance, closing my eyes I can feel the microscopic nodules crawling into my ear canal.  
 
      
 
      As the device burrows into the soft tissue and begins to nest, I nearly lose myself in the overwhelming sensation of mechanical synaptic nerves splicing into my temporal lobe.  
 
      
 
      A familiar chime sounds, as synchronization initializes. For a moment all I hear is the thuds and dubs of my heartbeat as it riddles my consciousness with acute precision. 
 
      
 
    And then the operating system connects, the ship’s synthetic voice greeting me within the comforts of my own mind. 
 
      
 
    “..system sync has been completed. Override accepted.” He pauses, finishing the final sequence. “..welcome aboard Captain..” 
 
      
 
      I’m not entirely sure why, perhaps it was the residual ringing in my ear or the disorientation. Whatever the reason, my father’s voice came flooding into my subconscious like an echo reverberating through a steel pipe. 
 
      
 
    “..Forget everything that you think you know, for fear that what was may not be and what is has changed considerably.” 
 
      
 
      Even with the anxiety of having to face the consequences of these past 16 cycles, I can’t deny the anticipation of seeing my parents. My father’s voice and the memory of my mother’s embrace..guide me home. 
 
      
 
      “..Nightshade..” Leaning forward, I stand. Steadying myself against the communication terminal. “..take us to Meridian..” 
 
      
 
    There was a slight shifting of gravity as the Nightshade released from the docking ring.  
 
      
 
      Walking out of the flight deck, I wander into the Medical Drone’s mess of a room. Regardless of how this all turns out, I can take solace in that this will be the last time I will ever let anyone near my hibernation chamber.  
 
      
 
      Habitually I undress and toss my clothing onto the bed. Sliding my fingers over the hibernation terminal I set my submersion for 11 minutes exactly. Knowing full well that it would give me just enough time to get dressed, grab my weapons and prepare for whatever lay beyond that bulkhead. 
 
      
 
      Slipping into the cold metal tube I close my eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      Even amidst all of the questions, my feelings of misgivings and loss… my resolve was steadfast.  
 
      
 
      I can only take the clearest path. 
 
      
 
      As the stasis chamber fills completely and throws me into that suspended state of unconsciousness... between life, death and someplace else... 
 
      
 
      
 
      I’m on my way back home. 
 
      
 
    And this time, I let the darkness take me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



.Restlessness.
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 .Home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Honestly, I’m not sure how many seconds, milliseconds or zeptoseconds had passed. But as I registered consciousness, I was curled into a ball. Puking my guts out all over the grated floor just outside of the hibernation pod. 
 
      
 
      I know…real classy.  
 
      
 
      I’ll have to hose the entire room down after this happy little accident.  
 
      
 
      Between the vomit, submersion fluid and old man smell trailed throughout the interior.. I’m kind of leaning towards just setting the whole ship on fire and walking away. 
 
      
 
      I mean, that is a substantial amount of bacteria. 
 
      
 
      Subconsciously, I probably did it on purpose.  
 
      
 
      Twitch had literally trashed the place. There’s no telling exactly what one might find if you look hard enough. Even now, as I stand, I can see a plethora of unidentifiable objects.  
 
      
 
      This was just another reason to dispose of the refuse. 
 
      
 
    “..we are beginning entry sequence..” The OS chimes in my ear. “..expected time of arrival is approximately 15 minutes..” 
 
      
 
      And of course it takes more time to land the ship than it does to travel umpteen thousand light years. 
 
      
 
      Technology... 
 
      
 
      Slipping into my undergarments and then sluggishly dressing myself, I don’t even bother putting on a clean shirt. 
 
      
 
      Clasping on my leg holster, I waste little time tucking the NavPistol into my waistline and put my hair back up in a tight bun. 
 
      
 
      Stepping into my boots on my way out of the unkept space, I dismissively wave my left hand at the mess before pressing the beacon to close the bulkhead door. 
 
      
 
      I don’t even want to think about it right now. 
 
      
 
      Looking towards the bridge I watch outside of the main apertures as Meridian hovers in the light of our sun. 
 
      
 
    The remnants of our secondary moon still throwing tiny bits of rock into the atmosphere. Constantly causing streaks of vibrant colors cascading over the night sky in a dazzling display. 
 
      
 
    Blue skies reflect outwardly as the sun warms the surface of Meridian. A tiny little outpost world on the fringe of known space, turned central hub for the strongest military presence in the cosmos. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Home. 
 
      
 
    Three unmistakable shapes lower into view. Each bearing the sigil of my birthright, Vanguard. No sense in trying to out maneuver them.  
 
      
 
    “..we are being hailed..” The OS reports with a jovial inflection. “..how shall I respond?” 
 
      
 
      Ugh.  
 
      
 
      I shake my head, already knowing who’s likely on shift at the moment. “..just tell them I’m home.” 
 
      
 
      Turning my attention to more pressing things, I begin assessing what little remains of my ship. 
 
      
 
      As I make a quick sweep of The Nightshade, I begin by ducking my head into the shop. 
 
      
 
      The door slides open without hesitation and peering inside, I am greeted by the dismembered Dreadnaught. It’s cold lens like eyes void of power or purpose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything seems untouched. 
 
      
 
      I make a surprised face and shrug slightly, closing the door behind me. 
 
      
 
      I was kind of expecting the place to be ransacked.  
 
      
 
      Turning on the heels of my feet, out of the corner of my eye I see something..  
 
      
 
      No. 
 
      
 
      I feel something standing next to me. 
 
      
 
      I don’t have time to compensate or change direction. The momentum of my body pulls me forwards and I instantly lose all sense of balance. 
 
      
 
      I nearly lose my breath. 
 
      
 
      Tumbling into a metal object before slamming into the corridor. I find myself laying on the grated floor staring at six beady little ocular lenses. 
 
      
 
      “..Twitch?!?” I scream out in horrified terror at the Medical Drone standing over me. 
 
      
 
    “..yes captain?” The Nightshade responds. 
 
      
 
      “..I wasn’t talking to you ship!” Right. Right. Still broken. Tilting my head I catch sight of a small blue decal plastered on the right side of the Medical Drone.  
 
      
 
    A classification marker. 
 
      
 
      Class 3 Medical Drone.  
 
      
 
      I reach up to my forehead and begin rubbing my temples. 
 
      
 
      Great. I finally get rid of that creepy little trash can and one of its counterparts decides to stowaway on the one ship it isn’t welcome. 
 
      
 
      I can feel the pull of natural gravity fluctuate as The Nightshade begins planetfall.  
 
      
 
      As I shift to stand, the Medical Drone snakes out its arms to try and assist me. Instead, I reach past its offered arms and just use the top of its head as leverage. 
 
      
 
    It’s hydraulic, wobbly little legs compensating for my added weight.  
 
      
 
      It still weirds me out that all of the MedicalUnits look exactly identical save for those little decals. But I suppose it makes swapping out parts easier if the only thing different is just a cosmetic esthetic. 
 
      
 
      The worst part about this whole thing is that I am very much aware, this thing has Twitch’s OS installed on it.. So aside from not having the ability to sync and override every piece of technology in the known universe.. This thing is still basically Twitch.  
 
      
 
      Creepiness and all.  
 
      
 
      “..this is why you always do internal checks before lifting off an unfamiliar space station..” I mumble to myself as I begin walking into the recreation area. 
 
      
 
    “..we are cleared for landing just outside of the Archimedes District.” The Nightshade cheerfully announces over the internal com system. “..welcome home!” 
 
      
 
      “..well let’s see if I am still welcome here after I tell my father I lost both Julia and Squirt..” I pause, the realization that I am holding a conversation with my socially inept ship. Ugh. I finish my thought anyway. “..broke my ship and oh.. of course who can forget..” Resting my hands on my hips as I lean against the bulkhead next to the loading bay. “..unleashed a megalomaniac into parts unknown..” 
 
      
 
    “..I’m sure it’ll be fine..” The ship’s operating system says passively in my new implant. It’s voice softer than usual, almost inaudible. “..no sense in getting all overdramatic..” 
 
      
 
      “..wait..what?!?” I blink repeatedly, trying to place if I had just imagined the voice or if it actually happened. 
 
      
 
      A familiar pressure weighs heavily on my joints as the ship sets down. Pressing my left hand to the beacon next to me, I patiently wait in silence as the loading ramp lowers to the concrete. 
 
      
 
    There’s no response from The Nightshade. 
 
      
 
      I must have dislodged something during that whole replacing my implant thing.. Residual feedback or whatever.. 
 
      
 
    Engine idles, loud arguments and the occasional sound of gunfire floods into the interior of the ship. 
 
      
 
      I can hear the Medical Drone clumsily wobbling behind me as I step off of the loading ramp and out into the sun. 
 
      
 
      There’s no place like home. 
 
   
  
 



.Forgather. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rays of light warm my exposed shoulders. The mark of the Titan fading slightly as the ink responds to the heat being absorbed by my bare skin. My dingy shirt flowing lightly in that reliable breeze. 
 
      
 
      Raising my right hand to my forehead, I shade my eyes and look skyward. Two of the NavShips from orbit trace across the sky and draw closer for landing. Following their trajectory, my attention arches through the heavens westward.  
 
      
 
    The horizon is lined with lush green fields and updated cottages. For as far as my keen eyes could see, our family’s mark was prevalent upon the face of this world. Once half terraformed and left to squalor, this ancient mining colony had been shaped and reformed to support growth in commerce, industry and population. 
 
      
 
    Those two ships come to formation and land on either side of the road. 
 
      
 
      Squinting still, I peer just beyond the ship parked closest to The Nightshade.  
 
      
 
    The fleet yard was half empty. 
 
      
 
      My head jerks upwards as I watch a squadron lift off and into the atmosphere above.  
 
      
 
      I try and make sense of it. 
 
      
 
      Someone steps into view walking casually underneath the aft wing of my ship, instinctively I draw the NavTech pistol and point it in the direction of the figure. 
 
      
 
    “..Liren?” A familiar voice calls out to me.  
 
      
 
      Hawthorn.  
 
      
 
    His curly course black hair had been shaved short to lay flat and uniform across the curvature of his head, those deep brown eyes peering back into mine. His tanned skin was kissed by the sun, a darkening of his usual tone from exposure in summer months. He’d noticeably been outside more often this season. Those rigid shoulders attached to his athletic frame. While features shift over the cycles, his muscles may have become more defined, that smile and those dimples seemed timeless. Truthfully, he looked fairly the same as last we saw one another but much older.  
 
      
 
      Oh, Hawthorne.  
 
      
 
      How I just love to hate you.. 
 
      
 
       Still handsome as ever..just older than I expected.  
 
      
 
    Hawthorne lowers his weapon and tucks it neatly into the harness underneath his right armpit. “..we thought you were dead!” Smiling confidently he walks towards me. 
 
      
 
      “..Hawth..” I keep my gun pointed at the familiar face. “..obviously I’m very much alive..” 
 
      
 
    “..no shit..” Hawthorn mumbles to himself. Something in his voice held a somewhat displeasure in my return to Vanguard soil. 
 
      
 
      It’s hard for me to shake, he seems mildly disappointed to see me. 
 
      
 
      There was always an unspoken connection between us. Perhaps it was the fact we rose through the ranks together, fighting alongside one another for half our lives. Or the simple fact that, before we were even taught to speak or pushed to walk we were arranged to be married.  
 
      
 
      There is that. 
 
      
 
    The Medical Drone topples onto the concrete beside Hawthorn. The loud clatter causes both of us to turn our attention to the machine. 
 
      
 
      Likely saving me from saying something particularly messy. 
 
      
 
      Well played Wobbles. Well played. 
 
      
 
    “..this another one of your famous upgrades?” Hawthorn chuckles softly to himself. Blatant sarcasm. “..don’t you worry your pretty little head.. if you break this one we have a bunch laying around the armory ready for reactivation.” 
 
      
 
      And as usual, Hawthorne opens his mouth and stupid comes pouring out. We haven’t seen each other since Julia and I were assigned to our fool’s errand across the known universe and he greets me with an insult.  
 
      
 
      Classic. 
 
      
 
      Sliding the NavPistol back into the waistline of my pants, I make a face. Signifying how unimpressed I am at the humor.  
 
      
 
      Our interactions have always been somewhat awkward. Seems like even after not having spoken for almost 700 cycles, time wasn’t kind enough to help this moron smoothen that shit out. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Hawthorn gently kicks the Drone off balance as it tries to stand. Pleased with himself he crosses his arms in satisfaction, simply watching as the clumsy machine again tries to steady itself and stand upright. 
 
      
 
      Playing off the social anxiety with a childish act of aggression towards an otherwise defenseless piece of technology.  
 
      
 
      Some things will never change. 
 
      
 
      “..this it for the welcoming party?” I ask with mild curiosity. Flattening out the wrinkles in my shirt with an idle sense of purpose. Admittedly, I am beginning to feel slightly out of place. Dressed in my unlaundered undershirt and fresh out of stasis. 
 
      
 
    “.. what?!? The current precession isn’t to your liking?” I didn’t even need to see her to recognize the owner of the snarky response. Hard not to forget someone who used to be your best friend turned frienemy. “..you’re looking well..” Her sarcasm snaking past her teeth with each word formed.  
 
      
 
      Camden.  
 
      
 
    Just like Hawth, time had definitely changed Camden’ features significantly. Long legs attached to shapely hips and toned midsection. Her uniform hugging her curves was almost distracting. Likely chosen to do so on purpose.. Her auburn skin flawless. Those judgy hazel eyes full of judgment. Her beautiful long strands of golden hair had been trimmed into a bowl cut.  
 
      
 
      The style was common for Vanguard women. Limits the possibility of your hair being used as an extra weapon against you. 
 
      
 
      It looked good on her.  
 
      
 
      “..you look like shit..” Making sure to match her pitch, I retort in such a manner that it’s hard to tell if I’m joking. Shaking my head in utter disappointment, I point out the obvious. “..I should have guessed that if Hawth were here, little Dennie wouldn’t be too far behind..” 
 
      
 
    “..how about you watch your mouth before I put my fists to it?” Camden puffs her chest in anger. As she walks by Hawthorn, he uncrosses his arms and raises his right hand to grip her arm.  
 
      
 
      “..I’m sorry?” I lift my right hand to touch my earlobe. “..I couldn’t hear you on account of all of the shit you’re talking..” 
 
      
 
    “..easy, ladies..” Hawthorn creases his lips into a bemused smirk. His face slowly draining of entertainment, as the sound of tires on asphalt and roaring of an engine reverberate off of the surfaces of the ships. “..let’s be civil..” 
 
      
 
    Both Camden and Hawthorn stood at attention. From their abrupt reaction, it could be easily assumed that someone was addressing them through their direct comlinks.  
 
      
 
      Tilting my head, I squint my eyes and etch their current features to memory. It had been a considerable amount of time since I had seen them. Not since right after Hawth’s rite of adulthood. 
 
      
 
      It’s a particularly long and barbaric ritual. Once you reach a certain point in your physical development, you go from being considered a youth and are pronounced an adult. In short, an elder brands you just above your heart with your house sigil and then pours permanent ink in the wound before it heals.  
 
      
 
      For Titans we are given another mark of the Titan, using similar technique. I’m not even sure why we still do it. But once both you and your assigned partner finish your rites, you are immediately wed and considered a marital union.    
 
      
 
      I’m not sure if they had been using the submersion pod. 
 
      
 
      I definitely had only used it during interstellar travel, but for some reason.. I still very much appear the same age as when I first entered hibernation.  
 
      
 
      It was evident that they now both appeared to be within their early to mid twenties. Even though we had all been born around the same time, I was now officially the only one still within my youth of the trio. A fact that was too difficult for me to actively process at the moment. 
 
      
 
      Yeah. That’s going to be uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Hawthorn nods his head, indicating that I should join them in their salute. His eyes widen as he focuses on the oncoming vehicle set to meet us at our makeshift meeting area. 
 
      
 
      Slowly I turn and raise my left hand to the center of my chest. Closing my hand to make a solid fist, as is the custom. 
 
      
 
    Barreling down the roadway, a beat up all terrain vehicle charges towards us with reckless abandon. From the careless steering and unsafe speed at which the ATV exhibits, I already know who’s at the wheel. 
 
      
 
      Nonchalantly, I take four steps to my right and stand at ease. 
 
      
 
    “..shit..” Hawthorn and Camden both mumble in unison underneath their breath. Both of them take several paces off of the roadway and out of the ATV’s path. It’s painfully obvious that the pair don’t have much faith in the driver’s sense of safe driving practices. 
 
      
 
      I count backwards in my head, calculating speed and distance. 
 
      
 
    Several meters from me, the vehicle curves its trajectory and drifts across the pavement. Tires squealing, etching their tread into the roadway, nearly lifting the entire vehicle off the ground in the process. 
 
      
 
    Coming to a complete stop, exactly in that same spot as my former immediate location.. just four short steps ago. The driver side door swings open, almost popping off its hinges. 
 
      
 
    Black workboots identical to my own fall to the ground, attached to long slender legs covered in grey pants and a white tight fitting shirt. I notice that enormous smile and then those endless green emerald eyes. That amazing olive toned skin. Beautiful, long brown hair, pulled tightly back behind her held in place with a familiar hair tie. Stuck within her late twenties. 
 
      
 
    Rachel, High Council Member and the most revered woman in all of the civilized territories. A ruthless negotiator, headstrong advocate and all around badass. My mother.  
 
      
 
    Before I could stop her, mother wraps her arms around me with an awkwardness only achieved through never showing affection in public. “...Liren!!!!” 
 
      
 
      Closing my eyes, I’m already traumatized. Fumbling with her hands, I pry her off of me. “..Hello... Rachel..” Pausing for effect. 
 
      
 
    “..we already know..” Hawthorne coughs loudly. “..secret’s out..” Coughing again, as if the forced sounds would somehow blanket the contents of his speech. 
 
      
 
      Honestly, the boy is tragic. 
 
      
 
    Mother reluctantly complies with me pushing her away and stands a few steps from me. She defiantly places her hands on her hips. Glaring at me with the same look of stern condemnation I have seen her give my father thousands of times. She says plainly. “..young lady, your father and I have been..” 
 
      
 
      “...shhh...” Interrupting her I motion towards Hawthorn and Camden with a tilt of my head.  
 
      
 
    Hawthorn breaks his stand at attention to raise his left hand, covering his mouth as he speaks. “..seriously..everyone knows..” 
 
      
 
      The implications of this realization are inconceivable! 
 
      
 
      Confusion creases over my face before she continues. 
 
      
 
    “..Lirenvadra, you haven’t aged a day since last time we saw you..” As mother says my full name, it’s apparent that she’s not worried about concealing our relation. Tilting her head she calls out over her shoulder, impatiently. “..are you just going to sit there while I have a heartfelt reunion with our daughter without you?” 
 
      
 
      Turning my head, I catch sight of Camden leading several other Vanguard onto my ship. Hawthorn on the other hand tries to bow out gracefully. Making his way towards his vessel, backing away slowly so as not to be noticed. 
 
      
 
    He fails miserably. 
 
      
 
      “..What in the literal hell is going on here?!” Shock dancing about my face and twirling in my tone. A warmth touches my cheek, a firm hand with a gentle caress. I can feel my worries evaporate and the rest of the entire universe melt away.  
 
      
 
    His light blonde hair held streaks of white and grey. While his actual physical appearance was several stages older than that of his ageless holographic portrayal.. there was absolutely no comparison to his presence in person. Wise blue eyes and his rare pale skin greeted me. Average height and average build, he was dressed in grey slacks, a white shirt and a jacket identical to the one back on my ship.  
 
      
 
      Thayden, Sovereign of The Vanguard, the most powerful, feared and hated man in the entire universe. A skilled tactician, methodical leader and considered the most dangerous man alive. My father.  
 
      
 
      I can’t ignore the obvious changes in the man now standing before me. He had aged considerably. 
 
      
 
    “..let me guess..” My father’s voice filled with a sense of knowing as he carefully holds my cheek in his right hand. “..Julia tricked you into going off on some crazy adventure to find an auxiliary frame?” 
 
      
 
      My heart sank and I immediately lost my train of thought.  
 
      
 
      Lowering my eyes shamefully, I nod in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Father raises my gaze by applying gentle pressure to my cheek with his palm. Those piercing blue eyes found me.  
 
      
 
      It was here in this moment I felt finally at home.  
 
      
 
      No. 
 
      
 
      I was invincible. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly mother raises her right hand, balling it into a fist and punches my father as hard as she can in his left bicep. 
 
      
 
    I feel his touch leave my face as he begins rubbing at the newly inflicted pain. “..really?!” Father grumbles. 
 
      
 
    “..we thought she was dead..” Mother says with indignation. “..and the first thing you say to her is pointing out she was manipulated by her older sister?” She shakes her head and again wraps her arms around me. “..honestly, Thayden..” 
 
      
 
      Gazing between the two of them. My mother still trapped within her youthful features and my father progressively aging. While the entire universe saw them as a force to be reckoned with, to me.. they were still the most functional disfunctional couple a girl could ask for.. 
 
      
 
      ..a beautiful chaos.  
 
      
 
      This time, I lean in to her. Breathing in the scent of her skin as she presses against me.  
 
      
 
      “..Admittedly, I am pretty confused right about now.” Resorting to copping an attitude for being left out of the loop. I mutter just under my breath, but purposely loud enough for them both to hear. “..But what else is new?..” 
 
      
 
    “..ugh..” Father let out a pained breath. “..don’t feel too terrible.. you’re not the first person she’s tried to escape from and you won’t be the last..” He mumbles softly underneath his breath to match my own volume. “..it’s your mother’s influence..” 
 
      
 
      “..that incident she had with the Parcel Exchange?” I chime in as an example to this particular topic. I never was given the entire specifics as to why she wasn’t allowed back there. 
 
      
 
    “..amongst other instances..” Nodding his head in agreement, father accounts. “..including the time she convinced Jescha to make her a snack and then locked her out of the bridge. Julia hijacked her entire fleet for the better part of a few hours..6 solar systems later..” 
 
      
 
      “..but Julia is a machine..” Scowling at the thought of making her something to snack on. “..she literally can’t eat..”  
 
      
 
      And then it dawns on me. 
 
      
 
      “..wait a minute?” Are you kidding me? I glare at him with intensity. “..you’re telling me that you knew she was going to eventually try something like this..?” 
 
      
 
    “..don’t get so worked up sweetheart..” Mother gently runs her fingers through my hair, undoing my hair tie and wrapping it about her wrist. “.. it was my idea to have you girls go have some quality bonding time..” 
 
      
 
      “..bonding time?!?” I feel my right eye twitching as she tugs at my hair. “..you guys had me babysit her for the last 700 cycles and you knew she would eventually turn on me!” 
 
      
 
    “..turn on you sounds like such an aggressive way to say it..” 
 
      
 
      “..she made me tear apart my own ship..” Shifting underneath my mother’s grasp, I try and wiggle out from her reach. And fail. “..infiltrate the Technologists, cause all kinds of destruction on Nighmeria and I don’t even want to talk about what happened on Luna Prime!” 
 
      
 
    “..don’t be so dramatic..” Mother rolls her eyes. “..it’s not like she made you kill anyone..” 
 
      
 
      Um… 
 
      
 
    “..she assaulted some local enforcement officers, disfigured one of them, caused significant damage to a rather seedy drinking establishment..” Father says matter of factly. Snapping his fingers he remembers something else. “..oh and there is that suspicious incident at that underground fight club, fairly certain several people died and dozens were injured. Apparently someone executed Odell at point blank range somewhere in all of that..so...” 
 
      
 
      “..I don’t think I would say I did significant damage to said drinking establishment..” Cringing, my face gives away more than I intend. I retort, recollecting that in truth I only broke one or two chairs. Hoping that my deflection would detour any questions about the rest of the questionable adventures over the last 16 cycles. 
 
      
 
    “..the report filed by a Sidney Cavenaugh claims almost 50,000 credits in total accrued costs..” Mother chimes in, as is always her routine. “..it was very thorough.. well written too!” 
 
      
 
      That little shit! 
 
      
 
      Also, Sid’s full name was Sidney? 
 
      
 
    “..I knew it was her!” Camden couldn’t help but show her excitement. She presses her fingertip to her ear and signals her coms. A broadband ping, she spoke quickly and likely to every Titan still within range.. on and in orbit around Meridian. “..pay up assholes!!” 
 
      
 
    “..Camden..” Father calls out to her to move closer. “..when you were sent to try and retrieve Lirenvadra, what were you specifically instructed to say to her?” 
 
      
 
    Camden begins walking towards us, surprisingly enough.. my mother doesn’t release me from her embrace. Instead she begins examining my earlobe and following the dried blood stain down my shirt. 
 
      
 
      Smooth. 
 
      
 
    Camden straightens her posture as she resituates, resuming her composure. Her professionalism needs a little fine tuning. 
 
      
 
    As she clears the distance between us, I see that she’s holding Enoch’s trinket casually in her right hand. Likely trying to overshadow her little wager with the other soldiers she responds with a regurgitated script. “..Lirenvadra. Your mother demands you return home immediately. Your father says hi and he’ll explain later.” 
 
      
 
      Okay.  
 
      
 
      Granted if Odell would have said that, I probably never would have shot him.  
 
      
 
      Key word there is… probably. 
 
      
 
    “..Odell never really was very good at following simple directions..” Camden interjected, almost as if she were reading my thoughts. “..I suspect it was from too much blunt force trauma to the head..” She was standing loosely at attention and purposely averting her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Father raises his left hand as Camden obediently tosses him the metallic cube. Catching it leisurely, a soft breathy laugh follows. 
 
      
 
    “..are you bleeding?!” Mother asks with alarm. She begins prying at my ear and inspecting it. Wetting her thumb with the tip of her tongue she unapologetically begins wiping off what little blood was still clinging to my face. 
 
      
 
    With her spit. 
 
   
  
 



.Clarity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whether Camden and my fellow Titans we’re pretending not to witness the interaction or not, doesn’t make it any less embarrassing.  
 
      
 
      Hell. 
 
      
 
      It was mortifying! 
 
      
 
    Father effortlessly triggers the first, second and third tiers of the cube puzzle. As the object opens, he skillfully drops the tiny com chip into his free hand.  
 
      
 
      He’s opened that before.. 
 
      
 
    Watching his face shift from amusement to a sobriety was a difficult thing for me to experience. “..this is the wrong chip..” 
 
      
 
      Oh shit.. 
 
      
 
      “..Enoch..” I begin to explain. 
 
      
 
    “..is of little consequence..” Father interrupts, stepping closer to Mother and me. He lowers his voice. “..did you..” 
 
      
 
    Before he finishes his question, he already knows the answer. Perhaps it was something in my eyes or process of elimination. Whatever it was that stole the joy out of this moment, it had done so without care of my thoughts on the matter. 
 
      
 
    Reaching up to his left ear he presses his coms. “..Hawthorn, change of plans..” He pauses, listening to someone, likely Hawthorn, On the other end of the com frequency. “..correct. Move everything to The Nightshade. Prep it for launch.” 
 
      
 
    We can all hear Hawthorn as he lets out an unexpectedly loud groan of disappointment just behind my ship. As if he has completely forgotten that we’re only a few meters away from him...still in earshot. 
 
      
 
      So tragic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      I follow my father’s attention as he stops speaking and eyes the Nightshade. 
 
      
 
    “..anyone else notice that Medical Drone just sort of staring at us from underneath Liren’s ship?” Father scowls at the creepy behavior. “..it’s uncanny how absolutely disturbing those things are..” 
 
      
 
    “..you’re the one who thought it was a brilliant idea to let that thing take over every device in the universe...” Mother paused for emphasis. “..dearest..” 
 
      
 
    Father just rolls his eyes. 
 
      
 
      “..It’s a stowaway..” I admit, shaking my head at the thought of having to hear another lecture about preflight checks before takeoff. “..picked it up on my departure from Nighmeria..” 
 
      
 
    “..seems genetic..” A subtle hint of playful jabbing at my father, mother winks at me. “..picking up strays along the way..”  
 
      
 
    Gently she threads her fingers through my hair a final time before twirling the bunched strands together. Collapsing the elastic hair tie about the traces, she allows my hair to fall back over my shoulder blades and down the center of my back. 
 
      
 
      “..speaking of strays..” Using this opportunity to fill in some gaps in my own understanding of this little fieldtrip. “..have you heard from Seven lately?” 
 
      
 
    “..this should be interesting..” Mother moves to sit ontop of the hood of the parked all terrain vehicle, crossing her arms. She turns her attention squarely on my father. 
 
      
 
    “..I may have stopped in to pay him a little visit.” He didn’t even try to hide it, father’s tone was clear. He knew that I knew. Pausing he takes a moment to formulate the right words. “..apparently you bartered your way onto his ship with information and then left him completely cutoff from the entire universe..” 
 
      
 
      “..As far as I’m concerned, we did the rest of the universe a favor..” There was an obvious undertone to my words. Following mother’s lead, I too, cross my arms. “..but let’s be honest, you want to know how much I learned about your little science project..” 
 
      
 
    “..oh now that’s a baited statement if I’ve ever heard one..” Father nodded slowly. I could tell that he was in pretty deep thought, as he raises his hand to scratch idly at his chest. “..The agreement with the machines and Amenthes..” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause.  
 
      
 
      A moment of complete silence.  
 
      
 
    Camden and her team begins piling stacks of trash and debris just outside of the Nightshade’s loading ramp. The commotion loud enough to draw our attention momentarily from our family heart-to-heart. 
 
      
 
    “..Seven and Winters..” Father squints slightly, either incredibly disturbed at witnessing dirty bandages, leaves and other random things being carted and swept off of my ship or he was unsure of it that’s the man’s actual name. “..his head of security..” 
 
      
 
      “..Weathers..” I interject, confident in my own observation. Trying to overshadow the current happenings, I shift on my feet and stand in between the vehicle and the ship. Hopefully neither will ask. 
 
      
 
    “..I’m pretty sure his name is Workman..” Mother corrects us, her curious green eyes skipping past my figure and watching the soldiers play clean up.   
 
      
 
    Both father and I turn to look at her blankly. 
 
      
 
    She returns her attention to the two of us before shaking her head in frustration. Passively she nonchalantly waves to have my father continue. Silently telling us to ignore her interruption. Reconciling the unimportance the man’s name actually plays in the purpose of the information being presented. 
 
      
 
    “..Enoch, Ivisus, Lilith, Attem..” Father pauses, his voice holding something unseen back. I almost feel it might be regret. “..when their entire carrier ship crashed on Earth so very many cycles ago.. they began mating with the local inhabitants..” 
 
      
 
      “..the offspring of the prisoners sent to live out their sentences due to crimes on Iovitus..” I chime in to let him know I follow the train of thought. “..I gathered as much from Enoch and pieces of data I stole from Seven..” 
 
      
 
    “..so you did engage in other delinquent activities?!” Father asks with obvious amusement in his tone. 
 
      
 
      “..father..” I just want a valid reason. Anything to prove that he’s not this evil tyrant everyone says he is.. “..they are fragile beings.. short lived and...” 
 
      
 
    “..Liren..” The sound of my name silences me. “..your mother and I are dying..” 
 
      
 
      Did he just say that they are both dying?  
 
      
 
      I’m unable to process it. 
 
      
 
      All I can say is an emphatic.. “..what?!” 
 
      
 
    “..smooth..” Mother shakes her head is disapproval. “..if you wanted to use a blunt instrument to deliver this kind of news.. you should have just let Mac tell her 16 cycles ago..” 
 
      
 
      Mac? 
 
      
 
      “..wait..” Blinking, I try and piece it together. “..when I called Uncle Mac he told me that he had some kind of life altering discovery..” 
 
      
 
    “..yes..” Father nods in acknowledgement. “..he had finally found what was causing your mother’s cellular decay..” He pauses. “..and mine..” 
 
      
 
    “..Liren..” Mother rests her hands on my shoulders and peers into my eyes. “..Mac also found the same cellular decay in Earthlings..” 
 
      
 
    “..before Operatives landed on Earth, their people lived natural... normal life spans.” Father pauses yet again. “..some lived almost as long as we do, without the use of the hibernation pod..” 
 
      
 
    “..the reason why Operatives were never allowed to reproduce is because we are genetically programmed to either live unnaturally long lives or breakdown after extensive submersion..” Mother basically delivers her death sentence. “..it was this same cellular decay that we introduced into their DNA..” 
 
      
 
      
 
      Planned obsolescence.. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Naturally, I use my mother’s uncanny ability to cause my father to lose track of his train of thought to my advantage. 
 
      
 
      “..but why kill them off if they’re just going to inevitably die of old age anyways?” I am still having a hard time processing any of this. It’s either my lack of comprehension or their cryptic answers. 
 
      
 
    “..because they always eventually discover how to harness tertiary energy..” There it was.. suspended in his face as he speaks. “..and every time they destroy themselves and deteriorate the orbit of the Earth in the process..” 
 
      
 
      It wasn’t remorse.  
 
      
 
    It was control. 
 
      
 
      “..I understand..” Slowly I nod.  
 
      
 
    They were both clinging on to whatever semblance of power, life...time that they had left. And the death of defenseless people boiled down to who had control over the universe’s only limitless source of refined tertiary radiation. 
 
      
 
      Never mind that each sun emits an infinite amount of the stuff.. it’s simply a bit more.. unstable. 
 
      
 
      Yes. 
 
      
 
      I definitely understand. 
 
      
 
      The truth is always hardest when you’ve been lead to believe a lie.  
 
      
 
      Until this very moment, I only saw my parents for the nurturing and supportive beings they became for me. All of the stories about my father’s cruelty and destructive tendencies were always brushed aside or left to fade-away in a childlike ignorance. 
 
      
 
      No one deserves to die simply because their ignorance could bring about their own destruction. That’s what makes life so interesting. It’s frail and dominated by the powerful. 
 
      
 
      But for my parents, when you cheat death for so long.. perhaps the values of life aren’t quite as clearly wagered. The realization of this fact is both incredibly impactful and outright devastating. 
 
      
 
      In the span of only a few hours, I lost my sister, pride in my family and the veil of childhood innocence. A youthful naiveté, such a silly little girl I still remain.  
 
      
 
      So many lessons left to learn.  
 
      
 
      As usual.. I will likely learn them the hard way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “..Sir, Ma’am..” Hawthorne wanders back over towards us, placing a dufflebag at the base of the Nightshade’s loading ramp. “..the Council is demanding you turn your comlink back on and surrender Lirenvadra to their custody..”  
 
      
 
    “..We seem to be experiencing some technical difficulties..” My father said nonchalantly, as if his warning held little consequence. “..please finish readying for departure..”   
 
      
 
      “..hold on a minute..” Tilting my head to one side, I glare at my parents with accusations. “..why am I being placed under arrest by the High Council?” 
 
      
 
    “..right.. so..” Mother scrunches up her face as if trying to come up with the right words to tell me something. It’s always something I’m not going to like hearing.  
 
      
 
    And in true fashion.. she makes my father tell me instead. 
 
      
 
    “..thanks to your mother ordering every single Titan offworld to aid in your search party..” He pauses. “..without consulting anyone else in the family..” 
 
      
 
    Mother shrugs her shoulders unapologetically. 
 
      
 
    “..the Council is somewhat..” Father again pauses. “..upset.. that they were lied to about you being our direct heir and the eventual likelihood of you claiming leadership of the Faction based upon birthright..” 
 
      
 
      We’ve talked about this already.  
 
      
 
      “..I don’t see the issue..” I shrug slightly with a defiant grimace. “..when the time comes I will stake claim in a call to arms.. face any of my fellow Titans as an equal..” I regurgitate the agreement from memory. “..winner takes all.. this is the Vanguard way..” 
 
      
 
      Simple. 
 
      
 
    “..that was the Marauder way..” Mother’s voice is unusually void of levity, instead her tone was quite grave. “..Operatives pay for their loyalty through service and accumulated blood..” 
 
      
 
    She has that stern, unwavering commitment to her cause that no amount of arguing would ever shift, sway or alter. I know better than to try and argue about it further. 
 
      
 
    “..I’m apt to agree with your mother on this one..” I could hear the seriousness in my father’s tone. He felt strongly about this. “..that’s why she’s stepped down and already set this in motion..” 
 
      
 
      “..stepped down?..” What in the hell is going on here? I blink with exaggerated vigor. “..what’s in motion?” 
 
      
 
    “..as of the moment you arrived home, my lovely daughter..” Mother smiles with a warmth and compassion only a mother is capable of showing. “..you are the Ambassador of the Vanguard. Second in command only to the Sovereign.”  
 
      
 
      “..so you’re defying the council, crowning me as heir to the entire Faction and sending me away?!?” This is some crazy shit! I’m pretty sure my parents have finally going completely out of their minds.  
 
      
 
    “..sending you away..” Mother repeats with a higher, lighter inflection in her response. She’s trying to make me see things her way. “..sending you off on a little.. errand while we sort this whole thing out..” 
 
      
 
      Right. 
 
      
 
      “..and just what sort of errand am I going to have to run?” I motion towards the half empty fleet yard. “..putting me in charge of an army of Titans and shoving me on to my ship with limited intel and supplies.. that looks much more like a war than a simple grocery list..” 
 
      
 
      I know I’m not getting out of this, and I’m confident that father has some grand plan. But you can’t blame a girl for trying to get out of tedious busywork.. even if that busywork involves mass murder, mayhem and potential maiming. 
 
      
 
      I mean, it’s been a good few days since I’ve seen a good one of those.. or cycles.. or however long it’s actually been in linear time.. 
 
      
 
      Math is hard... 
 
      
 
    “..about an hour ago..” Father clears his throat, pausing a moment. “..we intercepted a transmission from Nighmeria to an uncharted system. It was stable just long enough for us to lock the coordinates.” 
 
      
 
      “..yeah..” Smacking my lips together in habitual boredom. I tried to emphasize that this was old news to me. “.. that was Enoch..”  
 
      
 
    “..We immediate dispatched four NavShips to investigate..” Father gently touches mother’s shoulder. “..They checked in as soon as they reached the solar system and landed..” 
 
      
 
    Mother seemed somewhat disinterested in this new development, likely because she was already involved in its initiation. Her face remained unchanged. 
 
      
 
    “..during the transmission our lead ship encountered interference and then the connection went unresponsive.” Father’s piercing blue eyes fixed upon my features. 
 
      
 
      “..Twitch must have done something to sabotage whomever was on the otherside of that transmission..” I explain simply. I’m completely convinced. Twitch is the only auxiliary frame with a working sync function. 
 
      
 
    “..perhaps..” Father didn’t sound nearly as convinced. “..or it’s quite likely Twitch was just curious who Enoch called..” 
 
      
 
      He always does shit like this, explaining things in the form of speculative thought but sounds like he already knows the answer. It was annoying, like grating on my last nerve kind of annoying. How is it he can be so certain all of the time? 
 
      
 
      “..If these past 16 cycles have taught me anything, father..” Turning I let out a softened breath and began walking back towards my ship. “..it’s that the machines can only be trusted to look out for themselves..” 
 
      
 
    My parents just sort of stared at me in silence, similar smiles plastered about their features. 
 
      
 
      They didn’t get it.  
 
      
 
    Locked in their fortress here on the fringe of known space, they were sheltered. Stuck in their ways, defiant against anything and everything that opposed their beliefs. My parents couldn’t be saved, they could only be accepted. 
 
      
 
      Honestly, I’m not even sure if they could be considered sane. 
 
      
 
    “..should we tell her who you think is really behind all of this?” I could hear my mother ask my father with genuine curiosity. She had her face facing the opposite way, the octaves in her voice were muffled and distorted. 
 
      
 
    Father just chuckles softly to himself. “..where’s the fun in that?” Pursing his lips, a sharp high pitched whistle causes me to look back at my parents.  
 
      
 
      Spiraling in the air towards me is a primary actuator.  
 
      
 
      Reaching up, I catch the fist sized hunk of machinery and clutch it to my chest like the priceless piece of ancient technology it is.. 
 
      
 
      I give them both a feigned smile of reassurance, hiding my doubts as best I can. Before again turning about face. 
 
      
 
      “..come on Wobbles..” Motioning to the Medical Drone to board the ship. Dodging several piles of unidentifiable refuse stacked just outside of the Nightshade’s loading bay. 
 
      
 
      It appears that my new crew has already begun to make themselves at home. The signs of much needed, haphazard spring cleaning is evidence enough. 
 
      
 
    As I reach the ramp, the Medical Drone reaches up with those tiny fingerlike nodules and tries to hold my hand. 
 
      
 
      Unconsciously, I oblige the machine and take its mechanical arm, climbing the slight incline. 
 
      
 
      So many questions still plaguing my mind. 
 
      
 
      Exactly what was this mysterious implant now permanently embedded into my skull? With Hawthorne, Camden and an entire fleet of Elites now conscripted under my charge, where exactly is it we’re supposed to go? And more importantly, what exactly am I supposed to do? 
 
      
 
      As the ramp retracts back into the hull of the Nightshade, I catch sight of several pieces of stray trash leading back to the crew quarters. 
 
     
 
      I’ll have to be sure and remind these Drudge to pick up after themselves. 
 
      
 
      Even amidst all of my uneasiness and unanswered mysteries. 
 
      
 
      Two things are definitely for certain. 
 
      
 
      Firstly.  
 
      
 
      There is only one direction. Forward. 
 
      
 
    So forward is the direction in which I must go. 
 
      Secondly. 
 
      
 
      This changes everything… 
 
      
 
    …and it’s terrifying. 
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 ::Inertia:: 
 
    .excerpt. 
 
      
 
      Seeing no other appropriate response to failing epically to initialize the dreadnaught... again.. I begin smashing the hammer repeatedly against its nearly indestructible chassis. The commotion clattering metal against metal reverberates throughout the interior of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “..what in the literal hell are you trying to accomplish with all that racket!?” Hawthorn groans just outside of the workshop. He leans casually against the bulkhead, folding his arms across his chest. “..shouldn’t you be less worried about playing mechanic and more focused on leading this attack?” 
 
      
 
    “..she’s not going to get that pile of rubbish operational..” The Nightshade chimes in over the internal comsystem. “..it’s about time someone talked some sense into her.. I’m not sure how much more of this torture I can endure..” 
 
      
 
    Hawthorn raises his hands in defeat. 
 
      
 
      “..you shut your mouth!” I demand the disrespectful piece of programming. “.. I still haven’t decided what to do with you yet..” 
 
      
 
    “..you and I have already outlined the terms of our agreement..” Nightshade retorts matter of factly. “..the only thing required of you is to honor your end of the arrangement..” 
 
      
 
      Oh I didn’t think I could imagine loathing anyone or anything in this life more than Weathers.. but this piece of shit right here? I’d rather be anywhere else than trapped on my own ship with this thing in control of all primary systems. I blame Julia. 
 
      
 
    “..also..” Nightshade doesn’t allow me time to yell at him in between his statements. “..You do know that I don’t actually possess a mouth..” 
 
      
 
    “..ignore them both Liren..” Camden calls out from the recreation area just down the corridor. “..we’re going to need as many pairs of hands as we can get for this suicide mission..” 
 
      
 
    Hawthorn rolls his eyes and lowers his arms, leisurely he presses from the wall and strolls back towards Cam. “..I was only trying to be supportive..” 
 
      
 
    “..not really your strong suit Hawth..” Camden says with a playfulness in her voice. “..you’re more of the big, dumb and moderately good looking type..” 
 
      
 
    “..forgive me..” Hawthorn responds, raising his hand to touch the beacon of the ration dispenser. “..I’ll just stand over here in the corner and look pretty..” 
 
      
 
    “..good boy..” Even without being in the same room as those two, you can cut the tension with a knife. Cam let her voice trail off as she went back to feeding ammunition to her semiautomatic. 
 
      
 
      “..ugh..” Slowly I lower my hands, leaning forward I rest my forehead against the dreadnaught’s solid metal sternum. 
 
      
 
    “..oh, I see now..” Nightshade chimes in over the room’s speaker, the volume of which is still loud enough for everyone on the entire ship to hear. “..you’re committed to crafting yourself a boyfriend that runs off batteries because the brutish one seems smitten by the other female..” 
 
      
 
      “..don’t you have anything else better to do than to bother me?” I close my eyes and let out a frustrated breath. “..you know, like trying to figure out how to bring all of those ships back online?..” 
 
      
 
    “..I’ve already told you..” The ship pauses momentarily as if again running the probabilities. “..aside from this vessel, the entire fleet is effectively dead in space.” 
 
      
 
      “..and there’s still no response to the subspace distress signal?” Defeat layered in my tone as I stare blankly at the wall. 
 
      
 
    “..As I stated before with this world’s Apex disabled..” Nightshade pauses. “..we are too far from the network to send or receive any type of transmissions.. including subspace.” 
 
      
 
    The Medical Drone wobbles into the workshop and comes to a complete stop, a few steps from me and the workbench. 
 
      
 
    “..the only feasible course of action is to retreat..” Nightshade’s words were as cold and heartless as you could expect from a NavShip operating system. “..I have already begun calculating our current location and reconstructing the route we took to get here..” 
 
      
 
      I feel an abrupt and unfamiliar tingling sensation in my right leg, followed by a cold pinch. Peering down, the Medical Drone is resting it’s frame against me.  
 
      
 
      Shifting on my feet, I gently pry the tiny machine away from me.  
 
      
 
      “..okay..” Smearing my face into a particularly uncomfortable expression. “..let’s keep our hands to ourselves..” 
 
      
 
    Again, the Medical Drone leans towards me. Allowing his frame to collapse against my leg with a deliberate impact.  
 
      
 
      He isn’t using his stabilizers. His arms are even retracted within his frame. For lack of a better term..and if I didn’t know any better.. I’d think the stupid thing is purposely head butting me. 
 
      
 
      Of course, it would have to technically have a head.. 
 
      
 
    Wait. 
 
      
 
      That stupid, creepy… possibly brilliant little machine... 
 
      
 
      “..Prep for collision!” Pushing the Medical Drone off of me, I order the crew to ready themselves. Gently I pat the Drone on the top of its head in gratitude. “..And let’s go kick some ass..” 
 
      
 
    “..collision?!?” Hawthorn and Camden both blurt out in unison. 
 
      
 
      “..we’re going to ram these skids individually and guide them into the atmosphere..” I press from the workbench, dropping the hammer. Turning about I sidestep the Drone and make my way to the bridge. “..we’re just going to get them started and let gravity do the rest..” 
 
      
 
    “..that’s..” Nightshade pauses. There’s something just beneath the surface as he takes a moment to calibrate the telemetry and guidance systems. “..another option..” 
 
      
 
      “..don’t beat yourself up over it..” I stand over the navigation terminal and slide my right hand over the interface. “..it wasn’t my idea..” 
 
      
 
    “..wait what?” Hawthorn casually walks onto the bridge and reaches up to the ceiling. Stretching his arms up and out habitually. “..you really might be losing your mind afterall..” 
 
      
 
      “..call me crazy..” I feel the ship begin to tilt and position behind the first of 3 dozen Vanguard vessels. “..there’s something incredibly off about that Medical Drone..” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       (…to be continued.) 
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OUR'KNOWN UNIVERSE|SPANS THE CORNERS OF OUR MAPPED GALAXY
PAND ENCOMPASSES 16 SETTLED SOLAR SYSTEMS INCLUDING 9 INNER-RING
GCOLONIES AND 7/OUTER-RING TERRITORIES.

LISTING SYSTEMS AND SETTLEMENTS ARRANGED BY THEIR LOCATION
L BEGINNING FROM [OVITUS (BIRTHPLACE OF HUMANITY):

IOVITIAN SYSTEM.

HOMEWORLD: IOVITUS. (MEDIUM SITE WORLD)

ORIGINAL CAPITAL HOMEWORLD AND 2 OUTPOST SETTLEMENT.
POPULATION: NONE REPORTED.

SYSTEM DENSITY: DECEASED.

ADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: AMENTHES (OUTPOST), DESHER (OUTPOST)
DESIGNATION: OFFICIALLY CONSIDERED A DEAD TERRITORY

MILITARY: PRESENCE: NONE. TRAVEL RESTRICTED AND TRAFFIC HEAVILY
MONITORED BY Al NETWORK.

SOLARIAN SYSTEM: | SOLAR SYSTEM.

HOMEWORLD: SOLISTUS. (MEDIUM SITE WORLD)

2'FAITH SITEWORLDS AND 1 OUTPOST SETTLEMENT.

POPULATION: ALL DESCENDANTS, ALL CONVERTS ARE WELCOME.

SYSTEM DENSITY: LOW-MODERATE POPULATION.

'ADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: TYMMECA (SMALL WORLD), VEGADUS (OUTPOST)
DESIGNATION: CONSIDERED A NEUTRAL TERRITORY. AFTERTHE VANGUARD
RETALIATION, THE'FAITH POPULATION WAS REDUCED TO THE SECOND
SMALLEST; IN THE UNIVERSE. THE FOLLOWERS OF THE OLD RELIGION ARE
LEFT, TO, THEIR. OWN DEVICES AND ALLOWED TO ENGAGE IN MISSIONARY
"EFFORTS THROUGHOUT THE COSMOS.

MILITARY; PRESENCE: NO MILITARY ALLOWED ON WORLD BUT MAY PASS
 THROUGH SYSTEM.
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'HOMEWORLD: KOZACUS. (LARGE SITE WORLD)
L 4/KOZACIAN SITEWORLDS'AND 3 OUTPOST SETTLEMENTS
\POPULATION:| GIVILIAN, FAITH, MINER, MERCHANT, NAVIGATOR AND!
MILITARY. DESCENDANTS.
SYSTEM DENSITY: MODERATE POPULATION.
l 'ADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: MERIDIAN (MEDIUM WORLD), AMBITUS (SMALL
WORLD), BISECTA (MEDIUM WORLD), ADRINTY (OuTpOsT), ORETH (OUTPOST),
| VAPOR (OUTPOsT), DESHI (OUTPOST)
DESIGNATION: PRODUCTION AND ECONOMIC BOOM AS TOURISM AND
TRADE INCREASES. LOCAL GOVERNANCE BY THE MINING COALITION,
DIVIDES ,THE FACTION INTO PROVINCES. WITH SUCH EXPONENTIAL
! GROWTH CRIME AND UNREST HAVE BEEN ON THE RISE FOR THE FACTION.
MILITARY. PRESENCE: VANGUARD ENFORCED. NO OTHER MILITARY
ALLOWED WITHOUT EXPRESSED PERMISSION.

TERREAN SYSTEM: 4 SOLAR SYSTEMS.

HOMEWORLD: TERRA. (LARGE SITE WORLD)
4 TERREAN SITEWORLDS AND 2 OUTPOST SETTLEMENTS
POPULATION: TERRAFORMER, MINER, MERCHANT DESCENDANTS,
SYSTEM DENSITY: MODERATE-HIGH POPULATION.
'ADDITIONAL  SETTLEMENTS: CENTEGA (LARGE WORLD), HEVECCA (LARGE
8 WORLD), SARRANU (MEDIUM WORLD), ETCA (OUTPOST), OPELLA (OUTPOST)
# DESIGNATION: FIEFDOM GOVERNANCE. POPULATION STRUGGLES WITH
I GENERATIONAL POVERTY. LAND LOTS AREASSIGNED BY LOCAL UNIONS AND
SUPERVISED COLLECTIVELY. WEALTH AND STATUS BASED ON SIZE OF CROP
YIELDS'AND FERTILITY,OF FAMILY LAND. THE POPULATION OFTEN REFUSES
ASSISTANCE FROM LOCAL SYSTEMS AND ROUTINELY FIGHTS ORDINANCES
AND/LEVIES IMPLEMENTED BY VANGUARD LAW. SETTLEMENTS ARE SPREAD

RING’AND OUTER-RING TERRITORIES. TERRAFORMERS ARE CONSTANTLY
EXPANDING, ATTRACTING CIVILIANS WITH THE PROMISE OF FREE LAND.
MILITARY, PRESENCE: SELF ENFORCED. NO MILITARY PRESENCE ALLOWED
IN| SYSTEM WITHOUT. PRIOR AUTHORIZATION FROM THE UNION OF
GOVERNANCE.
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1 } ISITEWORLDS AND|2/OUTPOST SETTLEMENTS.
EM DENSITY: MODERA
VADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: NUVITUS (MEDIUM WORLD), FILO (OUTPOST),
I'TZA (OUTPOST)
DESIGNATION: THE| CIVILIZED NATION. CENTER OF ALL TRADE BETWEEN
PLANETS _AND! OUTPOSTS. STRICT EXPORT/IMPORT LAWS TO AND FROM
OUTER-RING = TERRITORIES. CITIZENS BORN ON LUNA PRIME ARE
INDENTURED AND UNABLE TO LEAVE UNLESS SERVITUDE IS LIFTED.
ITARY/ PRESENCE: SYSTEM-WIDE REGULATION ASSIGNED TO INNER-
RING COLONIAL FORCES. EQUIPPED WITH MILITARY GRADE DEFENSENET.

DELTHIREAN SYSTEM: 1 SOLAR SYSTEM.

HOMEWORLD: DELTHL (MEDIUM SITE WORLD) - DESTROYED

2 MILITARY SITEWORLDS WITH 2 OUTPOST SETTLEMENTS.

POPULATION: NONE REPORTED.

SYSTEM DENSITY: DECEASED.

ADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: BELENOS (MEDIUM SITE WORLD) - DESTROYED,
LIRENVADRA (OUTPOST) - DESTROYED

DESIGNATION: DELTHI AND BELENOS WERE SISTER PLANETS. AFTER THE
ICOORDINATED, ATTACK BY THE TECHNOLOGISTS BOTH PLANETS WERE

MILITARY; PRESENCE: NONE. TRAVEL IS RESTRICTED AND TRAFFIC HEAVILY.
MONITORED BY; Al NETWORK.

NIGHMERIAN SYSTEM: 1 SOLAR SYSTEM.

HOMEWORLD: NIGHMERIA. (LARGE SITE WORLD)
I'MERCHANT, SITEWORLD AND 2 OUTPOSTS.
POPULATION: CIVILIAN, MERCHANT AND NAVIGATOR DESCENDANTS.

[VADDITIONAL SETTLEMENTS: KLARENT (OUTPOST), BA” RIN (OUTPOST)
DESIGNATION: EXPANSIVE GROWTH O
MERCHANT, FACTION' PROMOTES COMMERCE BETWEEN COLONIES AND
PUSH/COLONIAL CURRENCY. MERCHANTS RELY HEAVILY ON SERVICES OF
OTHER FACTIONS, OFFERING GOODS OR VALUABLE SERVICES IN RETURN.
MILITARY: PRESENCE: PROTECTED BY NAVIGATORS.
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'NAVIGATORS:| THE FIFTH TO LARGEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF
SKILLED PILOTS AND CREW FOR SPATIAL EXPLORATION. RESIDING ON SPACE
CARRIERS THROUGHOUT THE 14 TERRITORIES. KNOWN ADVENTURERS AND
PILOTS FOR HIRE, NAVIGATORS ARE SAAVY IN NEGOTIATIONS AND SPEND
THEIR LIFETIME EXPLORING, MAPPING AND NAVIGATING THE EXPANSE OF

| SPACE. THEY/RECOGNIZE THE VANGUARD AS THE SUPERIOR FORCE BUT ARE
NUETRAL IN THEIR' SUPPORT AND DEALINGS WITH ALL FACTIONS.

FAITH: THE SECOND TO SMALLEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF
FOLLOWERS OF A UNIFIED FAITH BUILT UPON ITERATIONS OF ALL KNOWN
RELIGION. NEARLY. COMPLETELY WIPED OUT THROUGH THE CONFLICTS
WITH THE VANGUARD, THE FAITH ARE NOW A RESERVED AND FAIRLY
RECLUSE PEOPLES. THEY SPEND THEIR LIFETIME ACTING AS MISSIONARIES
AND SPIRITUAL ADVISORS. AS PACIFISTS THEY CLAIM NO DIRECT LOYALTY.

MILITARY: THE SMALLEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF SOLDIERS AND
DECENDENTS OF THE FORMER MILITARY AND TECHNOLOGIST FACTIONS.
ATHEVANGUARD EXIST TO ENFORCE THE DOMINANCE OF ORDER WITHIN
THE 14 TERRITORIES. KNOWN TO BE RUTHLESS, SWIFT TO ACTION AND AN
OVERALL MENACE, THEY SPEND THEIR LIFETIME POLICING THE COLONIES
AND| PROTECTING THE INTEREST OF THEIR FACTION AND GODLIKE
SOVEREIGN. THEIR LAW IS UNCONDITIONAL AND ABSOLUTE.

TECHNOLOGISTS: THE TECHNOLOGIST FACTION ARE NOW
COMPRISEDOFLESSTHAN 15,000 ARTIFICIALINTELLIGENCE DRONES CALLED
ARCHETYPES. THEIR LEADER BARTERED THE LIVES OF THEIR SURVIVING
HUMAN| PREDECESSORS FOR THEIR FACTION'S INDEPENDENCE. ORBITING
THE IOVITIAN SYSTEM, THEY ARE ALLOWED TO EXIST IN SECLUSION. THEY
[ 'AKNOWLEDGE 'AND ACCEPT THE TOTAL AUTHORITY OF THE VANGUARD
UNDER THREAT, OF | ENTIRE ANNIHILATION.
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SPECIALIZED

RTERRAFORMERS: THE LARGEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF
'AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERS FOR CULTIVATION OF WORLDS WITHIN
THE |OUTER-RING | TERRITORIES. TERRAFORMERS UTILIZE SPECIALIZED
EQUIPMENT, TO FARM, HARVEST AND DEVELOP NEW WORLDS FOR

' COLONIZATION OR TRADE. ASIDE FROM ESTABLISHED DEALINGS WITH THE
COLONIESTERRAFORMERS DO NOT RECOGNIZE THE AUTHORITY OF THE
VANGUARD. PAYING TRIBUTE AND TAXATION ONLY AS A FORMALITY.

CIVILIAN: THE SECOND TO LARGEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF
COLONISTS, COMMONERS AND UNSPECIALIZED CITIZENS ACROSS ALL
CIVILIZED| WORLDS. MOST HAIL FROM CENTRALLY LOCATED PLANETS
WITHIN THE INNER-RING COLONIES, CIVILIANS MAKE UP THE MAJORITY OF
CONSUMER ECONOMY WITHIN THE 14 TERRITORIES. CLAIMING LOYALTY TO
VANGUARD RULE ALLOW THEM THE OPPORTUNITY TO LIVE PEACEFULLY.

MINERS: THE THIRD TO LARGEST POPULATION COMPRISED OF
MINERAL AND RESOURCE HARVESTING SPECIALISTS ON THE FRINGE OF
KNOWN SPACE. MINERS DRILL, HARVEST AND TRADE SALVAGED RESOURCES
FROM | UNINHABITABLE WORLDS AND SPATIAL BODIES. THEY PROVIDE
INVALUABLE MATERIALS FOR THE ENTIRE 14 TERRITORIES. THE VANGUARD
'ARE STRATEGICALLY PLACED ON MERIDIAN, THE FACTION'S MAIN TRADE
\WORLD ENSURING THE COMPLETE SUBMISSION TO VANGUARD RULE.

&° MERCHANTS:  THE FOURTH TO LARGEST POPULATION COMPRISED

" OF/COMMERCE AND TRADE ADVISORS BETWEEN COLONIES. WORKING IN

.TANDEM WITH THE NAVIGATORS, MERCHANTS ESTABLISH ROUTES AND

"ADMINISTERING THE SALE OF LUXURY GOODS. PROVIDE DISTRIBUTION

P NETWORKS || THROUGHOUT, THE TERRITORIES. MERCHANTS HAVE A

SYMBIOTIC| RELATIONSHIP. WITH THEIR PROTECTORS, THE NAVIGATORS
'AND REMAIN NUETRAL THROUGHOUT THE TERRITORIES.
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‘g\‘l‘MOSPHERlCz UTILIZING THE FINLIKE WINGS OF A SHIP AND §
SPECIALIZED THRUSTERS FOR NAVIGATION, LANDING OR INITIAL TAKE OFF
WITHIN'A PLANET’S ATMOSPHERE.

-

ORBITAL: U ING A SHIP'S POWERFUL COMBUSTION THRUSTERS TO
PRECISELY; ACHIEVE TELEMETRY, REENTRY VECTOR OR SPECIFIED FORCED
i ORBIT WITHIN SPACE.

FASTER THAN LIGHT: UTILIZING A SHIP'S ANTIMATTER ENGINE TO
CONVERT ANTIMATTER INTO A CONTROLLED IMBALANCE CREATES THRUST
THROUGH NORMAL SPACE. THIS IS THE MOST COMMON SPEED OF TRAVEL
FOR INTRASTELLAR VOYAGES.

* TIME DILATION AND MEASUREMENT IS L:1.

(TRAVEL TO OTHER SOLAR SYSTEMS MEASURED IN INCREMENTS OF DECADES.)

SPATIAL DRIFT: UTILIZING A CONCENTRATED FORM OF ANTIMATTER
ENERGY, THIS IS THE STANDARDIZED FORM OF TRAVEL A SHIP CAN REACH
WITHOUT PLACING THE CREW IN DANGER. THIS IS THE MOST COMMON
SPEED OF TRAVEL FOR INTERSTELLER VOYAGES.

*TIME DILATION AND MEASUREMENT IS 33:1.

3§ (TRAVEL TO OTHER SOLAR SYSTEMS MEASURED IN INCREMENTS OF YEARS.)
¢

SPATIAL SHIET: UTILIZING THE BYPRODUCT OF FILTERED TERTIARY
" RADIATION WITH EQUAL PARTS ANTIMATTER THROUGH THE MAIN ENGINES,
I CREATES A FRACTURE IN SPACETIME. THIS EFFECTIVELY PULLS THE SHIP
INTO SUBSPACE AND IS THE ABSOLUTE FASTEST FORM OF TRANSPORTATION
S DEVELOPED. THIS' SPEED IS TYPICALLY ONLY USED TO TRANSPORT
INORGANIC MATERIAL AND SUPPLIES ACROSS THE COLONIES.

2

v

*TIME DILATION AND MEASUREMENT IS 3000:1

(TRAVEL TO OTHER SOLAR SYSTEMS MEASURED IN INCREMENTS OF MINUTES.)






