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    Chapter One 
 
    Crinnan XVIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    00:30 - Pado Village 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes and gasped. The air surrounding him was filled with smoke, and the flickering light from the fires around him cast dancing shadows on the faces hovering above his own. As his vision became clear, he snarled at what he saw. Crinnan thrust his hand outward and snatched the collar of President Cade, the one whose actions had put him in that position in the first place. 
 
    "Crinnan," Cade did not struggle or try to free himself from Crinnan's grasp, "Crinnan, do not worry, you are okay. Everything is fine." 
 
    "What is going on?" Crinnan demanded weakly. He tried to lift his head but found that he was much too disoriented. His head fell back again, and he groaned, "Why are you here?"  
 
    His body felt weak, very much like it had when he had woken up that morning. His thoughts took him back to when he had found himself in Sage's home. He thought of the white room, of the catheter… he remembered the smell of bacon and the explosions as the Govian soldiers tried to capture him. His head spun at all the sudden thought, and it took all his energy to force himself to sit up and look around.  
 
    Crinnan noted that the sensation he was experiencing was different than the one he had that morning. Unlike earlier, he did not feel like his body had just rolled out of a fire. His temperature felt normal, and although he was experiencing some disorientation, he did not feel like his senses were going haywire. Everything felt normal. 
 
    "Crinnan you need to relax," Cade reached behind him and pressed his hand against his back for support, "You are probably feeling..." 
 
    "Stop," Crinnan held out a hand and shook his head. His words were weak, and his body was still unstable, "I am sick of these stupid explanations. Just tell me why you are here!"  
 
    He pushed his body up off the ground in an attempt to stand, but he quickly lost his balance and fell to his side. Dust flew up into his face, and he coughed and let out a low grumble. Cade reached out and took hold of him. He gently helped Crinnan sit back up, and shook his head in pity as he did so. 
 
    "You are fine now," Cade reassured him as he returned his gloved hand to Crinnan's back, "Do not try to rush things, you need to let your body catch up with you."  
 
    It took all of what little strength he had for Crinnan to restrain himself from throwing Cade to the ground and bashing his face in. He glared up at the president from behind the mess of hair that hung in his eyes and let out a low snarl. He didn't like how Cade was babying him; it felt weird. He greatly wished that he could throw a punch... 
 
    As he realized that he wasn't going to get anywhere anytime soon, Crinnan looked down at his thighs and continued to breathe. He thought about where he was and remembered the bullets that tore through his body. For a moment, he relived the entire incident. He thought of the Govian that shot him, of the faces of everyone around him, as he thought about it all; however, something extraordinary happened. 
 
    A terrible almost electric feeling pain shot through his chest and visions suddenly flashed through his mind. He saw faces, images of beings whose names he could recite even though he could not remember ever meeting them. "Ander… DeMaario... Auroch…" He heard cries of pain and desperate pleas for mercy; he felt fear, love, and rage. More than anything though, he kept getting lost in the deep blue-green eyes of a pale-skinned female half-blood. The eyes gazed at him intensely, maybe even longingly as the dark world blazed behind them. He knew whose they were, and the knowledge of it made his heart feel like it wanted to jump from his chest.  
 
    "Milinka..." Crinnan found himself reciting the name as if he were somehow programmed to do so. The sound of it brought clarity to his mind. Not answers, but a certain peace that momentarily calmed him, "Milinka..." 
 
    "You are okay now Crinnan, you are okay," Cade continued to hold him up and kept him stable. While Crinnan didn't like the fact that the Agra President was so supportive, he also felt that the embrace, in some sort of strange and nostalgic way, felt familiar. His touch was naturally welcomed and surprisingly comforting. Crinnan noticed Cade's smell and the familiarity of it thrust him back into his childhood. He recalled a time laying in the grass being beaten with a stick as another much larger and older child shouted "For the Empire! For the Empire!" Crinnan gasped, pushed Cade away and looked more closely at his face. 
 
    "You..." He whispered as he squinted and tried to focus on his brother. Crinnan's thoughts had completely diverted from the strangers in his head, he had realized that Cade was in fact not. Cade… was Kiersen, "I thought… you were dead." 
 
    "Understandable," Cade replied, "Your friend did blast me out a window." 
 
    "No, dammit," Crinnan growled and once again grabbed Cade by the collar, "You are Kiersen."  
 
    Crinnan stared fiercely into the dark brown eyes of the being before him. He was trapped both by his little brother's grasp and by his own temporary loss for words. Though half of his face was covered in leather, Crinnan knew exactly whose eyes he was staring into. He examined the scar on his lower lip where his familial tattoo had been removed, and he knew for sure that he was looking into the face of his eldest brother. 
 
    "Well," Cade exhaled a sigh of frustration and defeat as he spoke, "You seem to have me figured out," he let go of Crinnan and took a seat on the ground next to him, "I am mildly surprised you recognize me after all these years, though I did not completely rule out the possibility of being discovered." 
 
    "Why are you here?" Crinnan tried to fight the disorientation that weighed heavily on his mind. "What, I mean why are you alive?" He was unable to formulate a better sentence. 
 
    "Like nearly everyone else, I saw the demon vision this morning," Cade looked down at the ground next to him as he thought about what to say next. He had gone over it in his head at least hundred times, but when it came down to actually reuniting with his brother, things were not going as he planned, "I knew you were in trouble, and I knew how to protect you. I felt compelled to help." 
 
    Crinnan did not know what to think. His brother Kiersen had vanished when he was only a boy shortly after his eldest sister. It had been years, and Crinnan had not seen either of them since. The fact that he suddenly reappeared as one of the Presidents of the Agra Triangle Corporation would have been perplexing enough had he been in his right mind. With his confused and tired state of being, it was utterly mind-blowing.  
 
    "What a weird fucking day," Crinnan's eyes grew heavy, and he fell backward onto the ground behind him. He hit the dirt hard but did not really feel the impact like he should have. He heard Cade scramble to get to his side and watched Sage calmly walk over. As he approached, Crinnan looked up at the Elf's deep blue hair and could not help but let out a chuckle. 
 
    "I do hope you are enjoying the accompanying intoxication," Sage slowly knelt beside Crinnan and looked down at him. He wore a half grin of amusement and shook his head at the pitiful being beneath him, "I should say your thoughts will clear up momentarily, everything you are experiencing is just a side effect." 
 
    "You got him high?" Freyja, the Lycaani boy asked as he pushed past Sage to get a look. He knelt down next to the fallen Black Knight and poked him in the chest with a stick he had found. His face showed no sign of emotion or interest, but his body language seemed interested. 
 
    "Stop," Crinnan whined as he tried in vain to swat the unwelcome chest-poker away. He slowly waved his own hand through the air, not unlike one would through water and snickered as he realized how stupid he probably looked. 
 
    "Oh. Crinnan is totally high," Freyja said with an emotionless nod of his head. Crinnan looked up at the dark-skinned child and chuckled. 
 
    "I'm glad I could fucking entertain you," He slurred as he pushed himself back up to a sitting position, "What is going on, why did you… intoxicate me?"  
 
    "Cade, your brother, flooded your body with fresh unassigned NaNe," Sage looked the Agra President up and down with disapproving yet curious eyes, "I should say that without him you would be quite dead. Though, because of him, you nearly died. I suppose he rectified a situation he created in the first place." Cade rolled his eyes and huffed at Sage's commentary. From his perspective, it was much more complicated than that. 
 
    "He flooded me?" Crinnan repeated as he closed his eyes to think. He thought back to Sage's explanations and then to their interaction in the tavern where Cade had stuck him with the syringe. He felt like he clearly remembered Cade explaining that he was going to purge Crinnan. 
 
    "I thought he purged me?" 
 
    "I did," Cade admitted as he glared over at Sage, "Had your Elf-friend not blasted me out a second story window and nearly vaporized my internal organs I would have been able to finish what I started." 
 
    "Why did you feel the need to do it in the first place?" Crinnan asked, "I did not ask…" 
 
    "It would seem that your brother has at least a fundamental understanding of how the NaNe function," Sage answered with a curious tone, "He is, after all, an Ancient chaser… I imagine he purged you in an effort to prevent you from being tracked by the Govian Empire or anyone else who would want to bring you harm." 
 
    "So why am I so damn high?" Crinnan whined as he looked down at his hands. At that point, his mind was beginning to clear up, and things were starting to make a bit more sense to him.  
 
    "Your feelings of disorientation would be a result of my actions," the hooded village minister announced as he stepped into Crinnan's field of view, "For you see, the touch is a NaNe skill that I hold. At Sajinious' request, I used the touch on you and put you through stasis." 
 
    "Stasis?" Crinnan repeated with a surprised tone. He glanced over at Sage and furrowed his brow, "You mean you activated my NaNe?" 
 
    "Considering your lack of higher understanding of basic NaNe terms and science, I will say yes," The minister replied with a ho-hum sounding tone, "I would not have done so had Sajinious not asked." Crinnan turned his attention toward Sage, and the Elf cocked his head shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    "I thought it could potentially be a good move," He said with his matter of fact tone, "It will not harm you. You are among the undying now; it will certainly prove useful for you."  
 
    Crinnan sighed and buried his face in his hands. He ran his fingers through his dirty hair and tried to think about everything that was happening to him. In his state of mind, he found it hard to wrap his head around anything. It all proved to be way too overwhelming a task for him. He finally looked up and saw Cade standing before him. 
 
    "Let's get you on your feet," he extended his hand to help Crinnan up, "Do you think you can walk? 
 
    "I should be fine," Crinnan replied as he took hold of the hand. Cade pulled him to his feet, and Crinnan staggered in place for a moment but was eventually able to find his balance. He nodded at Cade and the President wrapped his arm around the Black Knight for some support. 
 
    "Let's get you to a bed," Cade said as he directed Crinnan toward one of the log buildings, "You need to rest." 
 
    "No, I don’t," Crinnan snapped as he quickly shrugged Cade's arm off of him and stepped away, "I need to get to the caverns and back to my squad. I can't waste any more time here!"  
 
    "Stubborn little shit," Cade grabbed Crinnan's arm again and gave him a stern look. Crinnan was pissed, but he noted that Cade's look reminded him very much of the looks their father gave them when he was angry, "You need to rest. There really should be no debate." 
 
    "Last time I checked," Crinnan pulled his arm away and pushed Cade back, "You were not my mother. In fact, you are barely my brother. It wouldn’t fuck me up any to make you get out of my way." 
 
    "You should try big guy," Cade stepped back, and Crinnan stumbled around until he fell back down. He hit the ground and created a cloud of dust. Cade snickered in response and shook his head, "I will not be spoken to in such a manner by an ungrateful whelp like yourself."  
 
    Crinnan grunted and quickly pushed himself up off the ground. He spun and planted his foot into the back of Cade's calf. Cade dropped to a knee, and Crinnan threw a fist into his jaw.  
 
    "Do not test me," Crinnan panted between heavy breaths, "I will surprise you." 
 
    "I will keep that in mind," Cade rubbed his jaw and snorted. He quickly stood back up and snapped his arm out, breaking past Crinnan's defensive stance with ease. He grabbed Crinnan by the throat and raised his own head so that he was looking down on his little brother, "And now you will listen to me."  
 
    Crinnan gasped for air and slammed his fist into Cade's stomach. Cade grunted and released his hold as he again fell to his knees. Crinnan, in turn, found his balance and quickly drew the short sword from his hip and held the point to Cade's exposed throat. 
 
    "No," Crinnan growled. His eyes looked crazy, he huffed and panted as he looked at everyone around him as if they were his enemies, "Now you… all of you will listen to me," he glared over at Sage, and the Elf unflinchingly returned the gaze. Freyja stared up at him with his emotionless eyes, and the village minister turned to walk away. Cade looked furious. 
 
    "I have had enough of this!" Crinnan shouted, not moving his blade from his brother's throat. "I have no idea what is going on here; I do not know who any of you are or what any of you really want. Today has been the weirdest, most fucked up day I have ever lived, and unless any of you are going to offer up any real answers or explanations as to what is really going on with me than I would ask that you all leave me to my own business!"  
 
    A fire inside him was burning hot, and he could not control himself at that moment. He was furious, confused and tired. All he wanted was to get the Hells out of that damn forest and back to his squad so he could take a nap. 
 
    "Crinnan that is enough," Sage's voice was stern and sincere as he walked toward the crazed Black Knight, "We all understand your frustration, and your intuition is not lying to you. There is more to the story." 
 
    "More to the story?" Crinnan's voice sounded like that of a madman. He snatched his blade from Cade's throat and left a small scratch in its wake. Cade jerked away as Crinnan pointed the sword at Sage and beckoned him closer, "Please tell me about this story. If you have answers, then my ears are open, but I swear if you fucking tell one more damned lie..." 
 
    "You will not need that," Sage waved his hand in front of him, and Crinnan's sword dropped from his hand and stuck into the ground beneath him.  
 
    Crinnan’s breathing escalated, and he could feel his heart begin to beat faster. Something in his body felt strange; it was a feeling he had never experienced before. 
 
    "I do not feel you are fully prepared to hear what I have to say," Sage prefaced as he began to walk a circle around Crinnan, "But I would ask that you, however difficult it may seem to you, trust me on this matter." 
 
    "Trust you?" Crinnan spat, "I don't fucking know you!" He pointed menacingly at the Elf and took a furious step forward, "This, all this… it is all your fault! If it were not for you…" 
 
    "Then you would still be dead, boy!" Sage snapped, taking his own violent step forward, "You would be burning in the Hells. Perhaps being torn apart by demons and seduced and consumed by succubi just like you were when I found you. Were it not for me, child, you would quite literally be nothing."  
 
    Crinnan stood entirely still and silently stared at Sage. The Elf wore a grave expression, one that Crinnan had not seen him use up to that point. It took him a brief moment to fully process what it was that he was saying, but when he finally did, he was convinced that Sage was insane. 
 
    "Hells?" Crinnan repeated. He couldn't believe that he was even allowing himself to respond to such an asinine idea. Did Sage honestly believe what he was saying, or was he just a liar?  
 
    "By the Brother’s fucking light, you are a damned fool!" Crinnan closed his eyes and snickered grimly, "I do not know what kind of moron you take me for, but I cannot believe that is the best explanation that you can conjure up…" 
 
    "Hold on," Sage scrunched up his eyebrows and turned his ear to the East. He extended his index finger as a signal for Crinnan to be quiet. Crinnan in response threw his hands up into the air and turned around. He saw Cade standing behind him with an angry look on his face and arms crossed. Crinnan scoffed at him and started to walk away. 
 
    "I said hold on, boy!" Sage whispered sharply. He slowly turned his head and looked nervously back at the village minister behind him. The minister too had an uncharacteristic look of concern spread across his face; something was greatly bothering both of them. The idea of Sage being concerned was disconcerting to Crinnan, and he felt his pulse begin to intensify as he watched a bead of sweat drip down the side of the minister's face. 
 
    "I fear that it has become unsafe here," The minister gravely informed Sage as his eyes slowly scanned the tree line, "We have... found ourselves amongst some rather unsavory company." 
 
    Crinnan looked back at Cade and saw that he had shouldered his rifle. Their apprehension seemed to be bothering him as well. 
 
    "What is happening?" Crinnan called out. He was growing panicky by the behavior of the others, "What the fuck could possibly be going on now?" 
 
    "Crinnan like I said," Sage hissed with clenched teeth, "We understand that you are frustrated, but we now would ask that you kindly shut your fucking mouth."  
 
    "What is it Xydos?" Sage asked as he cautiously stepped up beside the minister "Are you… are you sensing the same thing as I?" 
 
    "Felpnir." Xydos quickly whispered. He shuddered at the name and gave Sage a grave look, "Only he has ever given off this type of signal… He is nearby… very close." 
 
    "Very." A strange voice suddenly echoed through the village. The tone was unnatural, robotic almost. It sounded metallically muffled like someone was speaking through a tin can but digitally amplified to be louder. Almost immediately following the sound of the voice, the fires burning throughout the village suddenly extinguished leaving everyone in darkness. Crinnan suddenly understood the fear of those around him and knelt down to retrieve the sword he had dropped when he was shot and then walked over to Cade's side.  
 
    "You are not welcome here!" Xydos shouted as he slowly spun in place and scanned the area, "Surely you understand you cannot possibly best both of us." 
 
    "What is going on!" Freyja whispered and ticked nervously as he walked up behind Crinnan, "Are we… going to die?" Crinnan looked over to Garb who was standing off to the side and snapped to get his attention. When the Toraani looked, Crinnan pointed down at Freyja. 
 
    "Get him out of here!" He whispered sharply. Garb nodded and hurried to usher the child away.  
 
    "Keep him quiet," Crinnan softly called out as the two found cover. He looked over to Sage and saw that the Elf had ignited both his fists to provide some more light to the area. As the area was illuminated, Crinnan saw Sage's eyes nervously looking around. He spun his sword in his hand, sensing a battle and squeezed the hilt tight as he impatiently waited for what was to happen next. 
 
    "Your suspicions are correct Demon," The mysterious voice had returned. It was closer to them, and it was talking to Crinnan, "I can feel your concern, I understand your frustration. You cannot trust these beings, the ones who have deceived you for so long. Cling to me, for I alone will deliver you from their treachery." 
 
    "Do not listen to him," Sage called back to Crinnan, "This being is malevolent." 
 
    "Malevolent!" The voice spat and echoed throughout the entire weald, "Mister President you wound me! Hand over the Demon, and I will not have to kill you and your brother." Sage quickly looked back at the minister, and Xydos shook his hooded head. 
 
    "You cannot prevail against us!" Xydos shouted back. His hands ignited with the same NaNe fire that burned in Sage's, "You are not welcome here Felpnir!" 
 
    "I am Eon!" The voice boomed. The leaves in the trees rustled and Crinnan felt a great wind pass by him at the sound, nearly enough to knock him over. It felt like the ground had trembled at the magnitude of his voice; it was then that Crinnan truly began to feel afraid. 
 
    "Brother you need to get out of here," The minister urged Sage as he lowered his hood, revealing his own head of long blue hair, "You can protect the others, I can hold off this… Eon." He looked behind him to where Nora the Fair and Guntz the bald Elf stood, "You two, guide them through the woods. Take them to Racon tower; they will be safe there." 
 
    "Xydos, I cannot leave you behind," Sage declared as he ran up to his brother and grabbed his shoulders, "Not this time. It is too much of a risk considering the status of your template. Leonic was killed and deleted too recently; we cannot afford another loss like that." 
 
    Cade looked up at the mentioning of Leonic. That was the name of the Ancient whom his actions had gotten killed. His eyes locked with Xydos' and then quickly turned away. 
 
    "Sajinious I am strong enough, and you are more than capable. If I fall, you can manage things alone until the template is ready. I can at the very least buy you time. Get out of here, save your…" 
 
    "I am here," Eon bellowed. Everyone went silent. Sage and Xydos turned toward the tree line, and the fires that burned around their fists seemed to grow brighter. The wind had stopped blowing and the night birds and crickets had stopped chirping. Nothing rattled the bushes; all stood silent and unmoving. In the dim light Crinnan tried to locate the owner of the voice but found nobody, he saw nothing. He turned his head and saw that Cade was searching just as nervously.  
 
    "What do we do?" He whispered back to Cade. Cade returned the look and shook his head. Whatever was happening, was far beyond anything he was prepared to face. 
 
    "Something very bad," He looked down at the readout on his tablet computer and sighed, "Huge power anomaly, the levels are just as great as Sage's or the minister's, maybe stronger. Only an Ancient can produce this kind of power, and if my data is correct, we may be fucked." Cade hummed as his tablet suddenly went black. He pressed the power button but received no response from his computer, "That is probably a bad sign."  
 
    "Demon," The voice of Eon beckoned, "I have awaited your return. I have amassed our army and paved the way for our glorious campaign against the living. I am ready once again to fight at your side." 
 
    "Do not respond to him!" Sage urged as he looked back at Crinnan. His tone and expression lacked any trace of the confident Sage he had come to know, "You are good, do not fall in line with this evil."  
 
    Though the light was dim, Crinnan was able to see the urgency in Sage's eyes. He was sincere in his words and his feelings, and possibly terrified, "We need to leave this place. We need to leave now. Please, put aside your anger and come with me." Crinnan looked at Cade behind him. The president nodded and then they both turned to Sage.  
 
    "You had better be right," Crinnan decided to once again follow the Elf. He felt like he had no choice; he needed his protection. Though he did not fully trust Sage or his brother Cade, he knew that neither of them had done him any true wrong up to that point.  
 
    "Do not be a fool," Eon sang. He was still hidden from view, but Crinnan could feel him nearby, "President Lynx cannot possibly offer you what I can. His coffers ran dry centuries ago. He is nothing but a shell of the Elf he was once. Your path is greatness Crinnan. I know greatness, I hold the true power. Abandon the weak that you may know strength." 
 
    "Everyone here will die," Sage turned to Crinnan and gave him a look of dire urgency, "Xydos, my brother will die. The children we saved will die. All the citizens here will die. But we will not die today." At that proclamation, Freyja and Garb hurried to Crinnan's side. He looked down at the boy and over at the misshapen Ancient Toraani and nodded his head. 
 
    "You will not die today Freyja," Crinnan promised the boy, "Do not worry." Freyja silently nodded and inched a little closer to the Black Knight. Crinnan knelt down and picked up the short sword he had scratched Cade's neck with earlier. He handed it to the boy and Freyja grabbed the handle tight. 
 
    "Kill anything that isn't us," Crinnan instructed him, "But only if we cannot protect you. Do you understand?" Freyja nodded and curiously poked the tip of the sword with his finger. It pierced his skin, and Crinnan sighed. 
 
    "Don't… don't touch that part of the sword," Crinnan sighed and immediately regretted his decision to arm the sociopathic teen. 
 
    "Look," Cade pointed east into the woods. Crinnan turned and felt his heart sink. Wading their way through the thicket of trees and vegetation were dozens, possibly even a hundred or more torches in the hands of shoddily armored Marauders. They were quite a distance away at that point, but something closer, something faster could be heard charging toward them.  
 
    Whatever it was snarled and panted like an animal as it ran. Crinnan could hear the sound of its feet slapping against the ground. As it drew nearer, twigs snapped, and leaves began to rustle furiously. Cade raised his rifle in anticipation of an attack, and Crinnan lifted his sword with one hand and pushed Freyja behind him with the other. Whatever it was, it was nearly on top of them.  
 
    "We do not have time for this!" Sage jumped in front of both of them. Almost immediately a dark being leaped from the vegetation and screeched a blood-curdling scream as Sage hurled a ball of fire at it. The beast howled as it was suddenly completely engulfed in NaNe fire. Crinnan watched it slam into the ground and writhe in pain before it flipped over and got to its feet. 
 
    "It is a Thirst stricken Vampre!" Sage shouted as he tossed more fire toward, "And more are coming!"  
 
    "I will take care of them!" Xydos charged forward, "Get the mortals out of here!" Sage turned his head and looked at his brother.  
 
    "See you again," He shouted as he started to run in the opposite direction, "Do not let it hurt this time." 
 
    "Go!" Xydos called back at them. He paused and looked at Crinnan for a moment. The look he gave him was strangely caring, comfortable. Xydos gave him a slight final nod and waved them away. "Nora, Guntz get them out of here!" At that, another crazed Vampre leaped at him. Xydos spun and impaled it with a beam of fire that emerged like a sword from his fist. 
 
    "This way!" Nora, the rainbow-haired Faire shouted as she ran up alongside them, "Keep up!" 
 
    "Stay with me!" Crinnan instructed Freyja as he ran behind Nora. He held out his free hand and hovered it over the child's back, "Keep your eyes forward; don't look back!"  
 
    Freyja looked back. He heard the screeching and the sounds of fighting from the village and as he lost his focus on keeping up with Crinnan, his ankles crossed, and he crashed into the ground. 
 
    Crinnan cursed and immediately spun around. He saw that one of ravenous thirst stricken Vampre had passed Xydos and was eagerly pursuing them. 
 
    "Fucking stupid ass kid!" Crinnan roared as he pulled one of his revolvers from its holster. He fired at the beast as he hurried and grabbed Freyja by his thin arm. 
 
    "Run!" He shouted as the Vampre leaped at them. Crinnan ducked and swiped his sword upward, cutting through the skin of the Vampre's belly. He rolled out of the way of the blood and entrails that would have otherwise rained down on him, and as the beast crashed into the ground, Crinnan hurried forward and fired two shots into the back of the Vampre's skull. 
 
    The group entered the tree line and Sage made his hands glow brighter to better light their way. Crinnan noticed in the light of the fire that Sage's concerned look had not left him. It seemed as if the whole situation was weighing heavily on his mind. Crinnan, of course, had nothing to say that would ease his burden.  
 
    Behind them could be heard the wails of the Thirst-stricken Vampre that Xydos was dispatching. Sage looked like he was trying to tune it out and Crinnan listened to Freyja gently whimper behind him. Garb was doing his best to encourage the boy and though Freyja was trying to hide his fear and be brave Crinnan could not help but wonder if the kid was going to slow them down anymore.     
 
    "Up in the sky!" Cade shouted, "Incoming!" Crinnan turned his head and saw four Govian HAPT flyers soaring just above the canopy of the forest. He cursed, and Nora motioned for everyone to stop just in front of a small dilapidated building that may have once been a fuel station. They all slowed, and Nora spoke. 
 
    "We are going to Racon Tower," she said as her hands lit up with a bright light like Sages, "It is very close, and you all need to stick with me." 
 
    "What is at Racon Tower?" Cade asked. 
 
    "How much do they know?" Nora looked at Sage and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Not that much," Sage replied.  
 
    "Protection then," Nora said in response to Cade's question, "You should be able to call in your craft for evacuation." Cade nodded, thinking of Nida and his own transport. 
 
    "What about my squad?" Crinnan turned to Sage, "If we could get to them in time, we should be able to…" 
 
    "Your squad is not there Crinnan," Sage cut him off. He wore a look that suggested he wished he hadn't said that "I should say they have not been at the caverns for ninety days." 
 
    Crinnan felt like he had just been punched in the gut. He did not know what to say, and he felt the anger that was burning in him back at Pado Village spark again. 
 
    "Ninety days?" He repeated, "How is that even possible? When were you going to tell me?" Crinnan grit his teeth together and clenched his fists, "When the fuck were you going to tell me, Sage?!" 
 
    "Crinnan it is irrelevant now," Sage said sternly, "If you could just calm down…" Without another word, Crinnan threw his fist into the Elf's face and with a quick blast of electric power Sage flew backward into the building they were stopped at. A certain strange whiff of ozone followed the blast, and Crinnan stepped back and looked fearfully down at what he had done. 
 
    Small chains of electricity webbed across the skin of his hands and forearms. Crinnan watched it curiously as it pulsed about and ultimately faded away. His mind immediately wandered back to Xydos and Sage and how they had informed him that he had been put through Stasis.  
 
    His jaw dropped, and he looked around nervously. The NaNe energy had been entirely unexpected. Not only that, but he could not believe that he had been able to land a strike against Sage. He thought back to Sage's house earlier that day and how Sage had phased out of the way of his bullets... 
 
    "Wonderful," Nora sighed unenthusiastically, "Welcome to the club I guess." 
 
    Crinnan looked up from his hands and hurried over to where Sage had landed. The blast had thrown him into a concrete wall and left a small crack where he had hit. Crinnan looked down at Sage's smoking body, the Elf coughed. 
 
    "Pretty good," he choked with a little bit of smoke coming from his mouth. His face was severely burnt and the scorching extended down his neck and bare chest. The fur collar of the jacket he wore had been singed along with some of the hair on the right side of his head. Nora hurried up beside Crinnan and knelt down in front of Sage. 
 
    "We don't have time for this stupid shit," she hissed as she held her hands over his body. A warm light emitted from her hands and descended into Sage's chest. Moments later he was standing. 
 
    "No harm done," he proclaimed as he patted the dust off of his clothes. "Solid strike, my boy. Nora, I thank you but that was not necessary, he just gave me a little jolt." 
 
    "What…" Crinnan stammered, clearly in shock over what he had just done, "What just happened." 
 
    "Like Nora said," Sage grinned as he turned to Crinnan, "Welcome to the club." He winked at the boy and gently placed his hand on his back. Crinnan looked over at Cade, and he snickered and shook his head. Freyja stood with his mouth open, and Garb stood behind him smiling a bit. 
 
    "Now, Crinnan," Sage guided him away from the group. "To answer your question: I was not going to tell you. We were going to arrive at the caverns, and you were going to assume that your squad had left and then we were going to find a way to get you back home. Letting you believe what was not true was the only way you would let me guide you. Had I told you the truth from the beginning you would have surely done your best to get away from me, as I should say you would have thought me a bit crazy. Had I not guided you, you would have most assuredly been captured by the Govian Empire or Eon, or you may just have ended up dead again. Now, if you do not mind terribly, I would like for us to make our way to Racon Tower so that we may have a chance at surviving this terrible evening." 
 
    "Another!" Cade shouted as he pointed toward the sky. Crinnan looked up apathetically and watched another HAPT fly overhead; this one came from the North instead of the South. He returned his gaze to Sage and shook his head. 
 
    "I give up," He was exhausted and had become numb. He was tired of fighting, and too much was going on to even try to understand anything anymore. He nodded at Sage, and they turned to Nora.  
 
    "Lead the way." Sage smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sarasin X 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    14:30 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    "My lady… can you hear me?" Eryc's voice called out, "Sarasin are you there?" 
 
    His voice was muffled by the bag that had been placed over his head. Sarasin could hear him, but a horrible and heavy feeling of panic prevented her from replying. She trembled in place and found herself barely able to breathe as she sat and listened to Eryc call out her name. 
 
    They had reached the end of the road. They were captured by Govian soldiers, on their knees and waiting for whatever fate had in store for them. Sarasin was incapable of fighting back because of the NaNe inhibitors Quint had released into the air. Inquisitors were all around her. They had bound her, and she felt the barrel of a rifle resting against the back of her head.  
 
    "Sarasin!" Eryc screamed, "Do you hear me!" 
 
    "I am here, Eryc," Sarasin mustered the strength to call back. She forced herself to breathe and tried to still her quivering body, "I am... still here." 
 
    "My lady I have failed you!" Eryc's voice was dripping with lamentation, "I am sorry Sarasin!" 
 
    "Eryc you have failed nobody," Sarasin reassured him. She tried to force a NaNe blast to her fingertips but could not. With teeth gritted from frustration, she spoke again, "It is I who have failed you, Eryc..." 
 
    "No," Eryc moaned in response, "You could never fail me, Sarasin. I am in your service." 
 
    "Quiet!" one of their captors finally shouted. He poked his rifle harder against the back of Sarasin's head, and she heard him and another soldier laugh, "Reapers are on the way to take care of you traitors. Keep your mouths shut until they get here!" 
 
    "Traitors…" Sarasin replayed the word in her head. The idea, inappropriately enough, made her snicker. She felt that she was the one who had was being betrayed. Prince Lazarus had turned the entire Govian Empire against her. She was, because of his actions, public enemy number one. Lazarus was the one who should have had the bag on his head. He was the one who should have been trembling on his knees. Finally, she called out to her guards once again,  
 
    "Stay strong guys. I did this to us; you do not need to forgive me, I am not deserving of such…" 
 
    "How many times do I need to tell you?" The soldier roared as he smacked Sarasin upside her head with his open hand. "Shut your fucking mouth!"          
 
    Sarasin's head jerked to the side, and she felt her anger well up inside her. Had she her abilities, she undoubtedly would have killed him then and there. She imagined placing her hands against the soldier's chest and blasting him over and over until he was nothing. 
 
    With a silent sigh, she kept herself quiet. She briefly thought about her fate, of what was to happen next. She knew that she was going to Korgath Prison and she was well aware of what that place was like. In her time as a Bishop General, she had sent many of those whom she had conquered to Korgath. Her mind briefly thought of them, of those that she had fought. Some she had left nearly dead; others had left her that way… she was not looking forward to seeing any of them again. 
 
    "Who are you!" one of her captors suddenly shouted, "You're not one of ours!" 
 
    She had begun to accept her fate just as the soldier suddenly cried out. She wanted to see who he was talking to, wanted to understand what was going on. The sound of swords suddenly unsheathing sent a chill down her spine and as the rifle was raised away from her head, she heard a voice that caused her heart to shatter. 
 
    "Good job guys! We will be taking over from here," She winced for she had not heard that voice since she was just a little girl. With a gasp of fear, joy, and regret, tears suddenly formed in her eyes and it took everything she had not to collapse onto the ground behind her. She focused on her breathing and waited. 
 
    The Govian soldiers protested, and Sarasin heard some of them draw their own swords. Gunfire erupted, and blades clashed and scraped against each other. Something splashed against the floor beside her, and she could feel what she knew was blood pooling beneath her. The sound of heavy metal crashing to the ground followed and for a moment, she heard labored breathing, but it quickly faded. 
 
    Something metal screeched across the floor and brushed against her knee. From the sound of it, it was a dropped sword. Behind her, she could hear Eryc whispering a sincere prayer to Dura'Ana. The sound of it was like nails on a chalkboard to her; she hated even the thought of the Goddess. Suddenly, however, the bag was lifted from her head, and she was able to see again.  
 
    A pair of deep brown eyes with crow’s feet and bags beneath them were lovingly staring into hers. The eyes seemed like they were screaming and concerned all at the same time. Sarasin felt a hand reach up and gently caress the side of her face. Her mouth dropped open, and she found herself suddenly unable to speak or breathe. She burst into tears but did not turn away. 
 
    The aged face of her Humaan father, Black Knight Commander Crinnan Jamiso whom she had not seen for nearly fifteen years, leaned in and kissed the top of her head. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tighter than she had ever been in her entire life. She could do nothing in his embrace, feeling she had not felt for many years suddenly rushed through her as if a dam had burst inside her. Finally, she rested her head on his shoulder and sobbed gently. 
 
    Her father was still handsome even though wrinkles had crept across his face and that his once chocolate brown hair had silvered at the temples. Sarasin felt like a helpless little girl who had been toddling toward danger and plucked up by her father at the last moment. As the man held her tight, she finally spoke. 
 
    "Daddy..." She sobbed and pulled away for another look, just to make sure it was really him, "No, Daddy… I am sorry!" 
 
    "My beautiful baby girl," her father whispered as he placed his palms on each of her cheeks. He had been weeping the entire time, for he had not seen his eldest daughter for so many years. He smiled joyfully, and tears streamed down his face, "My beautiful Sayraa, Daddy's here." He pressed his forehead against hers like he used to and the two silently sobbed together. 
 
    "There, there, I have finally found you, my angel." Sarasin's tears fell from her face and onto her father's. Her father, who was only a little bit taller than she was, gave her one last kiss on her forehead and finally helped her up off the ground. 
 
    "Listen, little Say," He wiped the tears from his eyes and looked into hers, "Now is not the time to talk, it's not the time for… any of this. Now we must act, we must fight. We need to get you out of here and cannot waste another minute. Do you understand?" Sarasin nodded her head, and her father cut loose the cords binding her hands. That was when she noticed the others for the first time. 
 
    "Rubaan," She squeaked as she watched her brother step up from behind her father. Her tears fell harder, and he gave her a wink, "Rubii thank you."  
 
    Rubaan smiled and nodded her way as he hurried to cut Eryc loose. A few other Black Knights rushed to Quint and Gerard. As Rubaan pulled the hood off of Eryc and helped him to his feet, the old captain's face suddenly made a concerned expression.   
 
    "By the goddess," Eryc whispered as he examined his saviors. "You are... Black Knight."  
 
    "The one and only," Rubaan placed a sword into Eryc's hand, "Are we going to regret this?" 
 
    Eryc silently looked back at Quint and Gerard. He examined the faces of his subordinates and then turned back toward Rubaan and solemnly shook his head, "No Sir. It seems we have nothing left and… nowhere else to go. We will stand by you if that's what it takes to protect our Lady. We are soldiers without an army… she is our last and only mission." 
 
    "This is not exactly what I signed up for…" Quint mumbled as Rubaan cut his bindings. Eryc turned quickly and held the point of his sword to Quint's throat.  
 
    "You can move forward with us," Eryc snarled as he glared at his apprentice, "Or you can remember this as your last mortal moment. Which do you choose Quint?" 
 
    "Shit Eryc!" Quint shouted as he stumbled backward, "Calm down. I did not mean anything by it. I was just whining. Of course, I am with you!" 
 
    Eryc nodded his head and lowered his blade. He patted the soldier on the shoulder, and Rubaan stepped forward and handed Quint a sword. "Do not endanger my sister," He warned, grabbing the back of Quint's neck, "I will not hesitate like your master just did." 
 
    "You need not worry little brother," Quint smiled surely and raised his head, "She is in good hands." 
 
    Gerard had some difficulty standing his massive body as he had lost a considerable amount of blood from the wounds he had sustained. On a battlefield, a Gaian was both agile and robust, the Humaan people had engineered them to be the best of the best. Unfortunately for them, their great weakness was their size for they made excellent targets. Eryc was quick to help his old battle brother to his feet and after he did the two looked at each other and nodded. 
 
    "Will you make it old friend?" Eryc asked as he grimly examined Gerard's wound. Gerard made a grunt of affirmation and with a bit of effort was able to find his balance as Rubaan handed a sword to him. 
 
    "I have been through worse," He shrugged, looking down at the bullet holes that littered his body, "I am healing, I am strong. Goddess willing, I will be fine." Eryc pursed his lips and gently gave his shoulder a pat just as Commander Crinnan stepped up. 
 
    "What may I call our hero?" Eryc asked as he turned to the Commander and extended his hand.  
 
    "I am Commander Crinnan Jamiso," he replied as he grabbed Eryc's hand, "And you?" 
 
    "I am Captain Eryconius Wilhymm," Eryc lowered his head and dropped to a knee, "We are at your disposal, Commander." 
 
    "I am glad to know you," Crinnan looked down at Eryc, "I thank you for protecting my daughter for all these years, but we need to get her out of here. I have contacted Commander Xian Phoenix of Black Knight Base 21, and he is ready to accept you all into his care. We need to get you to the roof of Dauid's tower so that you can be extracted safely." 
 
    Eryc was naturally hesitant to accept orders from someone who only hours before was his enemy, but at that point, he knew he had no other alternative. His fate ironically lay with Black Knight. He felt reasonably confident that Sarasin's father would not allow her to be put in a dangerous position and that boded well for him and his men. At the same time, he was mildly concerned that Sarasin's father was probably only working on favors considering who Sarasin was and had barely the time to set anything up at all. In the end, Eryc nodded and followed Commander Crinnan. 
 
    Sarasin walked silently as her father sandwiched the Govian heretics between himself and his own team of knights. She thought back to her childhood years and how she had always looked up to her father as something more than a man. Sarasin remembered that when she was little, she felt like her father was the answer to every question or problem she could ever encounter, unkillable and undefeatable. Father, to her, was god. 
 
    "Daddy, I…" 
 
    "Remember my love," Commander Crinnan quickly yet gently said as he led the group, "Now is not the time for talking."  
 
    As her lips sealed, she felt a wave of shame crash into her. What a stupid person she was to ever think she was anything more than just another in the ranks of mortal kind. Only a day prior Sarasin had been a highly influential political and military figure in the Govian Army able to send thousands to their death with a gesture so simple as lifting a finger. Now, she felt as if she were a child once again, a scared, defenseless child. 
 
    "When will the effects of the SUPs wear off?" Sarasin asked as she jogged up a few steps next to Quint, "I would very much like to be able to defend myself." 
 
    "These narrow walls do not leave any room for the anti-machines to escape," He replied, a bit woozy from the events of the day, "We uh... " he took a breath and shook clarity back into his head, "We should be clear once we leave this tunnel." She rubbed her hand across his shoulders and back. 
 
    "You will be okay Quint," She promised him, "We will find safety soon enough. You will be fine, thank you… for everything." Quint nodded and forced a smile. 
 
    The dozen or so bodies continued down the narrow dimly lit white concrete path and eventually found themselves in what could have been described as a "room" but was more like "just a wider path." Standing in the room were a few more Black Knights equipped in light armor. Sarasin looked at each of them and noticed that one of them appeared to look almost exactly like she did except for the fact that her hair was black, shorter and pulled back behind her head. When Sarasin saw her, she closed her eyes and began to weep again. 
 
      
 
    "Sweet girl, sweet girl in my lap you are curled 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl my blood and my world 
 
    I give you this song you've already my heart 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl I was yours from the start 
 
      
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl dream sweet dream long 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl, sing your mother's song." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, my sweet girl!" Ladia Jamiso declared as she briskly walked forward, leaving a trail of tears in her wake. "Thank the Brothers that you are alive!" She approached the girl and gazed into her daughter's green eyes, placing a hand on each of her cheeks. "What has this world done to you!" She hugged Sarasin and buried her head into her neck.  
 
    "Why, oh why did you leave me this long?" Ladia asked. Sarasin could feel her mother's words vibrating on her neck, and she could not help but join in on the tears. Ladia took a step back and looked at her daughter up and down. She straightened her hair with her fingers and shook her head painfully.  
 
    Sarasin's eyes were cast toward the ground, and Ladia gently lifted her chin so that their gazes met. She felt relieved that her daughter had been alive the whole time, that her nights of worrying for her children were not in vain. She nodded her head, balled her fist, and cracked her daughter in the jaw. 
 
    Sarasin crumpled backward, holding her face where her mother had struck her. She looked up and saw not the beaming, tearful mother she had met only moments earlier but instead a fuming, snarling, angry She-Elf.  
 
    She looked very much like the face she saw every morning in the mirror.  
 
    "Do you know what you have done!" Ladia shouted as she took another step forward, "How many lives you have ended; ruined in your position. Do you know the travesties you have caused across the world?"  
 
    Sarasin opened her mouth to respond but could not find any words. Her mother again stepped closer and quickly snatched her hand out, grabbing a firm hold of Sarasin's thick long red hair. She dragged her daughter closer to her, and for a moment they stared each other eye to eye. Ladia huffed and pulled back on Sarasin's head so that she was looking at the dim light bulb hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    "If you were anyone else, I would kill you now!" Ladia shouted as she grabbed Sarasin's neck with her free hand, "I would slice your throat and watch you bleed out here on the floor. You have shamed your family, you have killed our people, your people… for what! What have you gained, how is this world better!? How did your father and I fail you!?" 
 
    "Ladia, enough!" Lord Crinnan boomed. He hurried forward and pulled his frantic wife off their daughter. He looked at the two of them and shook his head.  
 
    "Now is not the time for this," He scolded them. He looked to his daughter. Her jaw had bruised, and she was in tears, but she seemed to be okay. He put his hand on her back and pulled her in. 
 
    "We missed you." He kissed the top of her head and embraced her. Sarasin placed her hands on her father's chest, and he squeezed her a little tighter. "You are home now. We will sort out your past when you are safe. Now just know you are loved and I will not let anybody harm you anymore." Behind them, Ladia shook her head and finally calmed herself. She approached her family and ran her hand through Sarasin's hair. 
 
    "I love you, and I missed you terribly," She slowly said as she glared at her daughter, "But I am not yet able to forgive you for the evil you have committed."  
 
    "I do not know how you ever could mother," she choked, "You are right. I have done terrible things." Hundreds of images shot through Sarasin's mind. She saw brief glimpses of flayings, hangings, beheadings, scorchings, stacking competitions… she saw the massacre from earlier and pulled away from her father, looking him in the eye. 
 
    "I deserve punishment," she sighed. "Death even, but not here. Not today, not at the hands of those who have betrayed me. If I am to die, then it should be at the hands of those whom I have wronged, if that is what awaits me at Base 21 then I am prepared for it. For now though, if the plan is to get me out of here, then please, get me out of here."  
 
    Her father looked at her solemnly and ran his hand through her hair. "My love, remember that there is nothing that you could do to make me love you less." He tenderly said. He took a deep breath and looked back at Eryc, the head of Sarasin's guard. "Are you familiar with Dauid's tower?"  
 
    "I am," Eryc replied, a bit perturbed by everything that was going on, "I am Govian after all." 
 
    "That you are," Commander Crinnan said, "Right now we are standing beneath Dauid's tower, the highest structure in all of Canrom City. Lord Xian's escort will soon arrive to pick you up from the roof of Dauid's tower and take you to Base 21. We… we will not be able to accompany you, not even to the roof of the tower. Despite our love for our daughter, we must remain here… in the shadows." 
 
    "I understand," Eryc replied, "We will keep her safe."  
 
    "Good," Commander Crinnan turned to the corridor opposite the one they had emerged from, "Down there you will find a ladder that will lead you to the basement of Dauid's Tower. From there you will need to scale the building to the roof and wait for the transport. They are sending one of their fastest craft so they should be there within the hour." Again, Eryc nodded, and Commander Crinnan snickered. "Never imagined I would be trusting one of my greatest accomplishments to a Govian." 
 
    "As I said," Eryc reassured his former enemy, "Sarasin is safe with us. You have my word." Commander Crinnan smiled at Eryc and extended his hand. Eryc looked at it silently for a moment and then with a deep breath, grabbed it. 
 
    "Thank you for protecting her for all these years," Crinnan nodded to the Elf before him, "Get to Base 21, I owe you… a drink at least." Eryc nodded, and Commander Crinnan turned to his daughter. 
 
    "Be safe my love." he softly said. Ladia stepped over and embraced her daughter tenderly, pulling her head so that their cheeks touched.  
 
    "I am not sorry," she whispered, "But I will always love you." She kissed Sarasin's forehead and stepped back. "Now go and sing your mother's song." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Century I 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Captain Bran sat at his desk and silently flipped his communicator shut. He brushed his sizeable calloused hand through his dry white hair and grabbed the cigarette that lay in the ashtray before him. Bran thought for a moment about the conversation that he had just listened in on with ATC President Cade and Emerald. He thought to earlier, about the conversation he had with Alec who had gone completely AWOL and then finally to the strange calls Rubaan had made. 
 
    "Fuck," His deep voice rumbled as he exhaled a dense plume of smoke. His chair creaked under his weight as he lifted his massive body off of it and for a moment he stood and thought about what he had to do. In truth, he knew what needed to happen, but he thought about it nonetheless. 
 
    "What do you think Em'?" He asked the dark blue haired Elf who sat on the opposite side of his office. She was beautiful, almost mystical looking. Her eyes were darkly lined with makeup, and her hair was pulled back with a little hanging in her face. She was Ladia Jamiso's older sister and in Bran's opinion, about twice as hot. He stared at her with his one good eye and sighed. "Advise me." 
 
    "You know what needs to be done. Cade is… mysterious but trustworthy. He may have vanished, but he has never betrayed us. You really do not have much time to waste."  
 
    "Thanks…" He snorted as he picked his communicator back up off the desk. He punched in Lord Xian's number and hit the call button, ashing his cigarette in its tray as he did so. 
 
    "Captain Bran," A regal voice announced through the speaker on his communicator, "I expected a call sooner or later." 
 
    "I figured as much," Bran replied. "Listen we have ourselves one Hells of a situation going on here." 
 
    "Do tell," Lord Xian replied with rather a nonchalant tone, "Let us hear what you have to say." 
 
    "Apparently Commander Crinnan's son is alive in the Belhaas woods…" Bran reported, "You know, the Centurion whose funeral we just had. On a normal day that should be good news to hear but considering that vision or whatever it was that everyone had earlier I'm gonna have to say that we definitely aren't the only ones interested in him being alive." 
 
    "That would be a reasonable assumption." Lord Xian replied. "And?" 
 
    "And?" Bran thought to himself. "And I could write a damned novel about ‘and’ for you, you pompous sonofabitch." He restrained himself. 
 
    "And... I just spoke with President Cade of the Agra Triangle Corporation. He has located Crinnan," Bran continued, maintaining his professional composure. "My advisor Emerald also spoke with Rubaan Jamiso earlier… apparently, he has rendezvoused with Alec Flinn and the other members of Century Squad. They have taken it upon themselves to leave the city in search of Crinnan. Alec is acting on his own behalf on this matter and is straying from the mission I gave him… but that's not the issue." 
 
    Lord Xian yawned and hummed into the communicator, "What is the issue then, Captain Bran?" He asked with a patronizing tone. Bran took a drag of his cigar and once again, bit his tongue. 
 
    "The issue, Lord Xian, is that based on the information that Rubaan Jamiso gave me, one of your old buddies may have resurfaced in Belhaas and seems to be pursuing Crinnan." Bran replied, "A fellow by the name of Eon?"   
 
    Lord Xian was silent. Captain Bran heard him move abruptly on the other end of the line and it sounded like something got knocked over in the process. 
 
    "What do you mean, Eon?" Lord Xian spat, "I killed him a century ago." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what Emerald told me," Bran shrugged, "This is where it gets even more interesting. Apparently, Crinnan's brother ran into this "Eon" character. He sounded ridiculous; he was rambling some nonsense about how his body had been stolen and how his family was in danger. I don't know if that means anything to you but…" 
 
    "Captain Bran I need for you to gather Century Squad," Lord Xian suddenly ordered, cutting off his insubordinate, "I need them prepped and ready to go within the hour, we will all be leaving soon. I will personally reach out to Commander Jamiso regarding his sons." Lord Xian paused for a moment and mumbled something to somebody else in the room with him. "Is that understood?" 
 
    "Yes sir," Bran replied. He flipped his communicator shut and placed the device down on his desk. He looked to Emerald and snickered.  
 
    "Looks like we'll be making a little trip," he said somberly. He took another drag from his cigarette and mashed it into the ashtray.  
 
    "How did he sound?" Emerald asked, standing from her seat and walking over to Bran's desk. Bran stood and leaned against the wall behind his chair and shook his head. 
 
    "Like he had better things to do," He replied, "Well, that is until I mentioned Eon." 
 
    "That sounds typical," Emerald paused for a moment and then pulled out her communicator. "Shall I go ahead and summon the squad?" 
 
    "For fuck's sake Emerald," Bran sighed and rolled his eyes, "Don't ask how he sounded when you were listening to the conversation the whole time… and keep your damned ears out of my conversations. I'll tell you what I need you to know." 
 
    "I think I will be the judge of what I need to know," Emerald smiled and held the communicator up to her ear. "Mace," She said into the device, "Gather the squad, gear up and get to the ready room." She shut the communicator and leaned against Bran's desk. She looked up at the aging Gaian soldier and shook her head. She thought it was such a pity that Elvish males did not age as the Gaian ones did. Their skin hardened and their hair turned brilliant shades of white and grey. Their beards got fuller, and their voices sounded more… masculine.  
 
    While she was undoubtedly attracted to their features, she could only ever imagine sleeping with a Gaian. She sincerely doubted that one of them could ever fit comfortably inside of her, why the top of her head stood only to the bottom of Bran's sternum, and her shoulders were barely wider than his torso. She imagined she could never handle his girth… 
 
    "Emerald!" Bran shouted. She shook her head and looked at her Captain. 
 
    "Yes, sir?" She smiled, trying to push the thoughts of his muscular body out of her head. 
 
    "Stop daydreaming." He replied, "Go suit up; get yourself ready to go!" 
 
    "Do you want to help?" She found herself asking. Bran unflinchingly glared at her, and she snickered and nodded her head.  
 
    "I shall be back." She said as she walked out the door. When she was far enough away, Bran sighed and sat down in his chair. 
 
    "Don't even think about it ol' boy." He chuckled as he lit another cigarette. "You'd split her like a log." He took a drag and sighed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Hells!" Dauid declared, pointing out the front glass of the cockpit, "Looks like we got company!" 
 
    "I see them," Alec replied. He counted the headlights of four Govian HAPTs in the distance, and he dipped the nose of his own vehicle down. The transport skirted the canopy of the Belhaas forest, and Alec flipped the light switch in an attempt to hide his flyer from incoming Govian craft. He heard a bit of cursing come from the back as the vehicle bumped against the limbs and leaves of the trees, but he blocked it out. 
 
    "You see that over there?" Dauid pointed a robotic finger toward the left side of the vehicle. "Looks like fire." Alec looked and saw exactly that. Something was burning brightly East of their position, and a few dozen smaller lights were moving toward the fire.  
 
    "You reckon that has anything to do with your friend?" Dauid inquired, looking at his grandson. Alec nodded and brought the HAPT to a stop, hovering slightly above the trees. 
 
    "We are close," Alec commented. He had no doubt that the fire had something to do with Crinnan. He gave Dauid another nod of and then turned around and looked back into the cargo hold of the vehicle. Kelso's lifeless body was laying on the floor; someone had covered it with a tarp. Matalo glared at Alec and then looked away, he was apparently not pleased with him at that point. Dierlock was sitting next to Matalo, and he too seemed dismayed by the death of Kelso. Alec shifted his focus to Elia who gave him a faint yet warm smile. Flox had fallen asleep next to her. 
 
    "We are close," Alec informed his team, "Something is going on down there; I think Crinnan may be in trouble." 
 
    "Well we can't fucking have that now can we?" Matalo replied as he lit a cigarette, "God forbid your little butt buddy is having a hard time. You sure you don't want to wait around for Flox to die before we make a move?" 
 
    "Cut it out Matalo," Elia glared at him from the corner of her eye, "Alec is doing the best he can." 
 
    "Alec's bullshit got Kelso killed," Matalo retorted, "Kelso's been in this squad for twelve years without dying. I've fought alongside him on dozens of missions. He was a good Knight and didn't deserve to die like a fucking pig on a worthless mission." Elia was silent as she looked over to Alec. Alec in return had no words to offer. He just turned back around and looked out the cockpit windshield. 
 
    "He is right," Alec groaned, looking down at his lap, "It was my fault." 
 
    "Bullshit," Dauid snapped, "Those fuckers woke up and decided to follow you, you didn't make them. You soldiers know what's possible every morning when you get out of bed. This world don't promise you nothin'." 
 
    "I made the call though; I turned this mission into a risky one." 
 
    "And they followed right along with you," Dauid replied, "They signed up for this. Let them be mad, let them be dead. You worry about getting your friend home." Alec looked at his grandfather and shook his head. 
 
    He wished it were that simple, that he could just let them be dead. He looked back at Kelso's body again and ran his hand through his blonde hair. He knew that they had chosen to come with him, he had given them the opportunity not to… that fact did not make anything any more comfortable for him.  
 
    Oscar Kelso had been a friend to Alec. Because he was a reserve pilot for Century, there had been many occasions where he had flown alongside Kelso as his wingman or co-pilot. Kelso had taught him things about flying that Alec never would have picked up on his own, the two had flown missions together, talked about life and death… Alec felt great remorse seeing the lifeless body of the best pilot he had ever seen. 
 
    A pair of Govian transports flew by overhead and briefly engulfing the HAPT in bright yellow light. Alec tensed in his seat as he watched them fly by and then he waited for the right amount of distance to get between them before he lifted his hands to continue their journey. As he was about to flip the headlights back on, however, he saw something. It was a brief flash of light of some sort followed by what sounded like a tiny clap of thunder. Alec turned to look at Dauid. 
 
    "Did you see that?" He asked. 
 
    "Sure did," Dauid replied, "Something going on down there." Alec flipped the headlights on and powered the thrusters back up. He found himself praying to the suns, or whoever else may have been listening that what he had seen had to do with Crinnan. 
 
    "Flox, wake up!" Alec called back. He turned around and watched as Flox immediately sat up and turned to him. 
 
    "I am awake," Flox informed him as he cracked his neck, "What do you need?" 
 
    "Below us, use your infrared to scan for heat signatures. I think we are hovering above Crinnan."             Flox grabbed his rifle and slid one of the doors open. He held the scope of his weapon to his eye and scanned below us.  
 
    "Heat signatures below us," Flox quickly reported. He paused for a moment and did a quick count in his head. "Looks like we have seven bodies… someone seems to be pursuing them, though there's a lot of distance between them." 
 
    "Can you tell if any of them are Crinnan?" Alec asked. 
 
    "No, I can only tell that they are people," Flox adjusted his scope, "But let me try," 
 
    He watched one of the bodies shake its head and walk away from the body that was lying on its back. He focused on it and squinted. 
 
    "Looks like one of them is Crinnan's size…" He murmured, "Body language is pissed off. Sword on his back and pistols hanging from shoulder holsters… Probably Crinnan." 
 
    "Crinnan…" Alec felt a bit of warmth in his belly that was not unlike taking a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach. For a split second, he rested his head against the back of his seat, just long enough for Dauid to punch him in the arm. 
 
    "We gotta find a place to land!" He shouted as he leaned forward in his seat to look out the glass. He lit one of his cigarettes and removed his breathing mask, "Canopy looks too thick to bring her down right here. These buildings don't look like they can support her weight either…" He scanned the area and saw something outside Alec's window. "There we go. Put her down over there." His robotic hand pointed at a building that was raised slightly above the canopy and had a large circular roof.  
 
    "Not on the roof, but it looks like there is room for the HAPT in front of it." Alec looked at the building and nodded his head in agreement. It was not too far away from Crinnan's position and offered a bit of cover if they needed it. 
 
    "Flox!" Alec shouted, "You see that building with the circular roof to our left?" Flox leaned out the hatch and located the tower. 
 
    "I do." He replied.     
 
    "We will be there," Alec informed him, "Get to Crinnan and lead him to us." Flox nodded his head and leaped out of the HAPT and into the canopy. Matalo shook his head at how easy it was for him to just jump out of a mid-flight transport. 
 
    "Everyone else get ready," Alec ordered, thinking of the Govian craft that had flown by. He also thought back to Rubaan's warning and the smaller lights he had seen heading toward the fire. He knew that there was something else down there. "We may be in for a rough night." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Rubaan VII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    14:00 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    "Why!" Rubaan shouted at his father. He slammed his hand against the bed of the truck that he sat in and shouted through the rear window, "I should have been on that HAPT with them, this is just as much my battle as it is theirs!" 
 
    "And you think it's not mine, son?" Commander Crinnan retorted as he navigated the truck down one of the dark alleys of Canrom City, "You think I didn't want to be on that HAPT as well?" 
 
    "I didn't stop you!" Rubaan replied. "You had no right to…" 
 
    "I had every damn right that there is and ever could be, boy!" Crinnan growled, "I am your father, I am Crinnan's father… and you know what you little sneaky shit, I am Sayraa's father too." 
 
    "Sayraa?" Rubaan asked, suddenly shocked at the sudden mentioning of her name.  
 
    "Yes, Sayraa." Crinnan turned his head and glared at his son, "My eldest daughter, the one who is commanding one-fifth of the Govian Empire's military… the one you spoke to only a few hours ago." 
 
    "Ah." Rubaan sighed. He had been discovered, "How did you…" 
 
    "I am Commander of the Black Knight resistance in this town…" Commander Crinnan quickly snapped back, "Do you honestly believe that I wouldn't know if my own daughter was in my town?" 
 
    "How did you know she was your daughter?" Rubaan asked, "After all these years?" 
 
    "Your brother told me. Many years ago."  
 
    "Crinnan?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Kiersen." Commander Crinnan hissed.  
 
    "He's alive?" Rubaan nearly shouted.  
 
    "Just as much as Sayraa is," Commander Crinnan grumbled, "You all think you are so damn sneaky with your secrets and your sneaking and your name changes. I know everything, your mother knows everything. Hells, we have our secrets too… more than you ever will. We have buried shit that would rock your fucking world if you ever learned..."  
 
    "Enough," Ladia calmly commanded from the seat next to her husband. She gave Crinnan a glare and waved her hand at him, "Shut up." 
 
    "Father, you know I should have been on that HAPT," Rubaan groaned as he rested his head against the back window, "You know I am tied to all this… whatever this is." 
 
    "I know we need to get answers," Commander Crinnan replied, "Because I do not know enough. We will be having a conference call with Supreme Commander's Xian, Kain Darkwind and Kazin Hawell tonight… they know more of Eon than Emerald or Dauid ever will." 
 
    "How do you know I talked to them?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Have you not been listening?" Crinnan sighed, "It is my responsibility to protect you. I am your father." Crinnan parked the truck, and he, Ladia and Rubaan all hurried out.  
 
    "The simple fact of the matter, son," Ladia said as the three jogged down the alley. "Is that you children... you think you are so clever and that we are not. Just as your father said, you all think that you are so sneaky, changing your names, having secret conversations, ruling the world in your own corners… but you can't hide from us. Your father, though much younger than myself, and I have been sneaking and hiding and scheming much longer than you have been alive. We know every move all six of you make. We are smarter than all of you combined, that is how we have lived this long. We know what answers to pursue, and from whom to pursue them. We know how to get what we need when we need it… we liberated Exgrane, we could liberate this city in a night if we wanted to… you, my son, need to trust our judgment." 
 
    The trio rounded a corner, and Commander Crinnan motioned for them to stop.  
 
    "Listen, Rubaan," He turned to his son, his tone had lowered, and he eased up a bit, "You have given us a grandson. You have a family, a life… you are also mentally exhausted and not very good at fighting. You cannot be charging into battle against Ancients. We, as your superiors and as your parents will simply not allow it, especially while Roc is now a part of the picture. While, yes, you are involved greatly in whatever is going on, you need to be here with your family." 
 
    "I am not even fucking real!" Rubaan declared, louder than his parents would have liked. They looked around to make sure nobody was looking and then Crinnan grabbed his son by the collar and slammed him up against the moldy brick wall behind them. 
 
    "You are!" He shouted back, his face twisting with rage, "Get it out of your fucking head. You're fucking real. You're my son, and you are god damn here right now. Your other body, your other conscience... You just don't need to fucking worry about it right now. Quit being a fucking baby and do what needs to be fucking done! Tell me, do you love Roc?" 
 
    "Yes," Rubaan growled, angered by his father's sudden assault, "Yes, of course, I love Roc." 
 
    "Do you love your brothers? Your sisters?" 
 
    "Of course." Rubaan bit his lip.  
 
    "Well, I fucking love you son. So, whether you were created 23 years ago or last god damn night, you are fucking real and if there are two of you now… well, there were always two of you so it wouldn't be a great stretch for me to love another one. You get my picture?" The commander cocked his head and released his son as he took a step back. Rubaan panted for a moment and then silently nodded. 
 
    "We're going to get answers," He promised, "Soon. Until then, either you keep fighting smart, or you get stupid, give up, and die like a coward." Crinnan unholstered a pistol at his side and held it out, handle first to Rubaan. 
 
    "Your choice son. Which are you? Remember, whatever you pick right now is final."  
 
    "That's enough!" Ladia announced, stepping between the two and pushing the pistol back at her husband. "He gets the point, now if you have had enough theatrics, we have a meeting to attend." Crinnan furiously pointed at his son and glared at him. 
 
    "You get your shit together boy," He snarled as he slid his weapon back in its holster, "Choose right, and you may have a long damn life ahead of you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The masked king and self-proclaimed savior of Duraan stepped out of the darkness and into the already heavily smoking village of Pado. He knew the Demon had been there shortly before he had, that he was accompanied by an Ancient of great power. He knew, yet he did not fret. He stepped forward toward the flames and scanned the area. 
 
    "Come out!" He calmly commanded, "Come, face your destiny. Your new king has arrived!" Eon's troops followed ten paces behind him and matched his every step. They were adorned in their scrap armor and crude weapons. Their faces were covered in paint made from the blood of those they had conquered, and all of them eagerly awaited a fight. 
 
    "Felpnir!" A voice shouted from the darkness, "Leave this place! You are not welcome here!" 
 
    "Felpnir?" Eon spat. His voice sounded like he had just tasted something bitter. He shook his masked head and held up a clenched fist, "Felpnir… no, Diraak Felpnir is dead! I am Eon, your king and you will bow before me!" 
 
    "I bow before no one," The voice resolutely returned, "I am Xydos Lynx, brother to Sajinious and I sense Felpnir before me!" 
 
    "Chairman Lynx…" Eon replied. He belted a laugh and clapped his gloved hands together, "Lynx… ‘tis been a thousand years my old friend. Why I should have forgotten you by now!" 
 
    "Leave this place!" Xydos shouted, "These are good people, weak people. You will have no use of them. Move on from here; let them live in peace." 
 
    "The weak are to be reborn in my image that they may know strength! Bring me the Demon, Mister Chairman," Eon commanded, "Bring me the Demon and I will forgive your trespasses against me all those years ago. I will forgive your involvement in the AOC, oh how you were a thorn in my side." 
 
    "There is no Demon here!" Xydos shouted back, "Only me and my few villagers. We were sacked by the Govian Empire, we have nothing of value!" 
 
    "Lynx, I can feel you," Eon taunted, "Your power, while great has diminished. You could never stand against me now, not like you did back in the AOC. Give up, you are no fool." 
 
    "It was a thousand years ago, Felpnir." Xydos called out, "I am old, as are you. Let us part ways, as friends for you never know when you may need an ally." 
 
    "Ally?" A laugh emerged from within Eon. It was a deep, hysterical sort of laugh that lasted for only a moment and then faded away, "I made that mistake once… or rather you did. Come out; do not make me come fetch you." 
 
    Xydos phased into view, standing only a few paces in front of Eon. Eon looked him up and down and tsked.  
 
    "Robes," he observed with a mocking laugh. He took a few observant steps around Xydos and shook his head, "A hermit’s robes. Tell me, did you hope to die of old age in this putrid, insignificant excuse of a village?" 
 
    "I hoped to live," Xydos admitted. He stood up straight and did not take his eyes off of his old enemy, "I hoped to give my people a chance at life, to rebuild this ancient city and purge the darkness that you brought into it." 
 
    "This is a new aspiration," Eon raised a finger and cocked his head, "The Xydos Lynx I knew sent so many to their deaths in the first wars. Prior to that, he sent so many into poverty including myself and my… my child. Tell me, Mister Chairman, what brought warmth to your cold heart, what made you think that you could be one of…" He glanced around at the people staring from the windows and standing in front of the doors of their homes, "Them?" 
 
    "Time," Xydos reflected, "I watched too many die. My loved ones, my children. I too lived in poverty, my children… they starved with me. I learned humility; I have run from an Empire hoping to kill me for centuries… I am not who you remember Felpnir. Let me lead my people in peace."  
 
    Eon stood in silence and stared at his old adversary. For a moment he contemplated what he would do with the old Elf. He noted that he had not aged a day in a thousand years and snickered at the irony. Had it not been for Eon's research he would have turned to dust many lifetimes ago. 
 
    "It is true, time teaches many lessons," Eon clenched his fist and lowered his head. "But unfortunately for you, it is the key ingredient in revenge." At that, a beam of pulsing black energy shot from Eon's fist and he phased forward toward Xydos. 
 
    Xydos phased out of the way, tossing his heavy robe aside as he did so. He wore a white sleeveless gold lined vest and matching pants beneath. His muscles rippled as he shot out his own beam of NaNe power and held it before him in anticipation of another attack. 
 
    His long blue hair looked purple in the pulsing red light, and his pale skin glowed. The two became locked in combat as Eon appeared. He swung his beam at Xydos, but Xydos was able to block the attack with his own. Sparks flew as the pillars of energy collided and Xydos grit his teeth under the weight of Eon's strength. 
 
    "It does not have to be like this!" Xydos growled as he fought to hold his ground, "We can restore this world together!" 
 
    "Give up your idealistic fantasies, fool," Eon hissed, "I alone will rebuild this world, but only after I burn it all down. Accept your fate." 
 
    "Find peace," Xydos pleaded, "This revenge you seek will never put you at rest." The two leaped backward from each other and Xydos launched a fireball at his foe with his free hand. Eon held out his beam, and his energy absorbed the attack.  
 
    "Peace is for the weak," Eon replied, "The survivors, the unwounded. I am the wounded, the dead. I have conquered time and our very existence, I am Eon!" At that, he launched forward at twice the speed he had before and thrust his beam of dark energy through Xydos' chest. 
 
    Xydos gasped as Eon lifted him off the ground and into the air, "Behold the mighty Xydos Lynx!" He sang in a gleeful tone, "Chairman of Life Links, General of the mighty Alliance of Corporations." He looked his foe in his eyes and watched as inch by inch his body began to disintegrate into nothing.  
 
    "Dust you are, mortal," He declared with a foul grin. He clenched his fist and what was left of Xydos exploded in all directions, painting the area in blood and splintered bone.  
 
    "Burn this village to the ground!" Eon commanded as he turned and walked away, "Bring me every villager, we will discover where our Demon has gone!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hail the mighty Commanders Jamiso, liberators of Exgrane," Lord Xian's regal voice announced over the communicator. "Please forgive me for I do not have much time, but this is a pressing matter I know. Kazin, Kane are you there?" 
 
    "I am, my lord," Supreme Commander Kazin Hawell's elderly Humaan voice replied, "Tis a delight to hear your voice once again." 
 
    "As am I," Supreme Commander Kain Darkwind announced in his deep, silky voice, "I am pleased to hear you all are doing well." 
 
    "My lords," Ladia called out, "Thank you all for meeting with us. I know you all are very busy, but we can all agree that this unpleasantness is of utmost importance. As you know, my children have been causing quite a bit of trouble for us." 
 
    "Forgive me, but that is a bit of an understatement," Lord Xian replied in a mildly annoyed tone, "Your children have been complicating things quite significantly." 
 
    "Indeed," Kazin laughed with amusement, "Truly they uphold the reputation of the Jamiso family, of their father." Ladia glared at her husband, and he silently shrugged, "But let us talk of your son Rubaan for now. We understand he believes that he has encountered… Eon the Calamity?" 
 
    "Yes, my lord," Ladia replied, "Rubaan is here with me and hopes to tell his story. He will keep it quick." She nudged Rubaan in the ribs, and he spoke. 
 
    "Uh, hello… my lords," Rubaan nervously called out, "It is really… truly an honor to talk to you all." 
 
    "On with it," Kane impatiently barked, "Why do you believe you have encountered the one whom Xian and I banished a century ago?" 
 
    "Hopefully I do not sound crazy… lords," Rubaan stammered, "I do not want to waste any of your time. A little over a week ago I was standing in front of my mirror. I heard a voice, one I had never heard before. He proclaimed he was king and that his name was Eon. Of course, what made this strange was that nobody was there." 
 
    "I hope that is not all there is to it," Xian sneered, "But, please continue." 
 
    "He said the Demon was coming. That I was going to help him," Rubaan continued, "Shortly after, I became paralyzed but only for a moment. My spine felt icy, and I lost control over my body. When it was over, I blacked out. I woke up the next morning in my bed like nothing had changed." 
 
    "But?" Kazin asked, expecting more to the story. 
 
    "But… the next day everyone at my work was murdered by... me." Rubaan revealed. "But it was not me. I called in sick that day, yet there was video surveillance of me slaughtering everyone with a pickaxe. The Inquisitors showed me when they captured me. I never did such a thing. But I… I saw myself walking down the street with the people I had killed, but they were alive. Alec Flinn's grandfather Dauid was there with me… I mean they were walking; I would not say they were truly alive though, they shivered as they walked and did not seem to be fully awake or at all aware." 
 
    "Rubaan Jamiso," Xian spoke again, "You said he spoke of the Demon returning. This Demon, of course, is your brother Crinnan, correct?"  
 
    "Yes," Rubaan replied, "It has to be him." 
 
    "Rubaan understand what I am about to tell you is strictly confidential," Xian said, "I gain nothing from telling you this, but I believe you have been through a significant amount of trauma in the past few weeks. This information is for your own good. Do you understand?" 
 
    "I do," Rubaan replied. "I understand this is confidential." 
 
    "Very good," Xian paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. "The facts are, Crinnan has somehow miraculously shown back up in the realm of the living. We have confirmed through our most reliable source at the Agra Triangle Corporation that his NaNe signature, his NPin, and you may not know some of this terminology so please just try to follow along and do not interrupt me with questions, did, in fact, go offline ninety days ago when he was in the Belhaasi Weald with his squad. That only happens when someone is purged of NaNe or when they die. We were able to logically rule out a purge because his NPin did, in fact, come back online only this morning." 
 
    "Okay," Rubaan said. 
 
    "What this means, Rubaan," Xian said, "Is that your brother died and then he came back to life. Now, as you know, I am the direct offspring of an Ancient, and I have more understanding of their technology than most. While I do not understand everything, I do have at least a basic grasp on a lot of things. In the old days, it was not uncommon for an NPin to go offline and then come back online. This was a process that was a part of what was called the ReLive Initiative that was commercialized by the Life Links corporation, the creators of the NaNe. People would die, and their consciences would be uploaded to a virtual paradise called the AfterScape, an afterlife of sorts. It was a sort of vacation from the mortal world. Eventually, they would desire to return, and their consciences would be downloaded into a new body, or sometimes the NaNe would be reactivated in their old bodies and their bodies would be revitalized and brought back to life. That was when their NPins would come back online. We saw that happen with your brother, and with another… and now we fear a third." 
 
    "Be careful how much you share," Kain cautioned, "We do not know…" 
 
    "He is Crinnan's son," Xian quickly replied, "I am confident he can be trusted. Anyway, Vice Commander Milinka Emmal of Base 11 in Kamlot also recently returned from the dead. It was very close to the same time that you said you interacted with Eon. She crawled from her crypt and walked into the catacombs of her base. Her father suffered a heart attack when he saw her and has not yet recovered." 
 
    "Basically, my boy," Kazin sighed, "Our working theory is that your brother, Lady Milinka and Eon worked together to escape the Hells." 
 
    "Escape the Hells?" Rubaan repeated, "That's possible?" 
 
    "We have never seen it before," Kazin said, "Not until now… however, we do find it a bit odd that your brother returned in the Belhaasi Weald." 
 
    "Why?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Because the Belhaasi Weald was once the great city of Belhaas," Xian replied, "The home of Life Links, the creators of the NaNe. Milinka returned in Kamlot, Eon returned to Canrom City, and Crinnan returned in Belhaas… however, he did not return where he died. He returned exactly at the location of one of the great Sentinel Trees. Now I know you do not know the significance of a Sentinel Tree as neither do we, however, we do find it odd because the very Sentinel Tree we are speaking of is the only one that the Agra Triangle Corporation has never explored. We do as of this morning have confirmation, again from our friend at the Agra Triangle Corporation, that beneath this Sentinel Tree lives an Ancient by the name of Sajinious Lynx. The founder of the Life Links Corporation." 
 
    "Sajionous Lynx?" Ladia interrupted, "As in… Sage Lynx?" 
 
    "The same," Xian replied. 
 
    "Ah shit," Commander Crinnan groaned as he ran his hand through his hair, "You are telling us that my son is with Sage fucking Lynx?" He glared at his wife, and she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    "Indeed," Xian answered. "We find it very curious that your son was resurrected at the location of the creator the NaNe and AfterScape, which by the way was redesigned into Heaven and the Hells after Govia won the war." 
 
    "You are implying that Sage Lynx helped our son escape the Hells?" Ladia asked. 
 
    "I am," Xian replied, "I also believe that your son helped both Eon and Vice Commander Milinka escape. Now, why Sajinious Lynx would feel compelled to aid your son is a question we do not know the answer to. Perhaps boredom, perhaps he remembered you, perhaps there's more to this story..."  
 
    "Doesn't fucking surprise me. The son of a bitch..." Crinnan threw his hands up in the air and grit his teeth together. Ladia gave him a furious look, and he sighed deeply, "In Exgrane I didn't kill him. He fought with Govia, and I befriended him. When I encountered him, I knocked him out and left him with the corpses with a note that said ‘you owe me.' He apparently took it seriously." 
 
    "Interesting." Lord Xian replied, "Either way, I am suiting up now to accompany Century squad in their extraction of Crinnan. We believe that Eon is also pursuing him and I need to be there as only I have ever vanquished him." 
 
    "Right," Commander Kain sarcastically chimed in, "You had no help?" 
 
    "Fine," Xian replied, "Only Kain and I have ever vanquished him." 
 
    "Either way," Ladia said, "Please contact us when you have retrieved my son…" 
 
    "Of course, my lady," Xian replied, "Until then, good work everyone. We will reconvene when it is all finished. Oh, and Rubaan?" 
 
    "Yes, Lord?" 
 
    "You have done well. Welcome home, son. When I return from the Belhaasi Weald, I ask that you meet with me, for I want to make certain that you and your family are well taken care of." 
 
    "Thank you, sir," Rubaan replied, "I will sir."  
 
    The transmission ended, and Ladia flipped the communicator shut. She sat silently for a moment and then Commander Crinnan spoke. 
 
    "Wow," He growled as he glared at his wife, "Sage Lynx, to think that fucker would come back into our lives..." 
 
    "Enough, Crinnan," Ladia shot her husband a stern look. A distressed expression spread over her face, and she sighed heavily, "Let's just wait this out." 
 
    "Sure," Commander Crinnan sneered. He looked over at Rubaan and gently placed his hand on his son's back. "You go get some rest son, go upstairs and see your family. Soon we leave for Base 21." 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Crinnan XIX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    01:30 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The seven of them ran. At that point, the jogging and brisk walking they had become accustomed to had become a thing of the past. The group, of course, had a destination they were going toward, that had been an element of their whole journey. What Crinnan was more concerned with at that moment, was not where he was headed, but what he was running from. 
 
    “Not much further!” Nora shouted as she ducked under a low hanging branch, “Racon tower is…” she suddenly let out a low grunt of discomfort and went silent as her running came to a halt. Crinnan nearly crashed into the back of Sage as they stopped and that was when he felt the first drop of water splash onto the top of his head. 
 
    “Oh, fuck no…” Nora cried painfully. She was clearly terrified and bothered by something that Crinnan couldn’t see. As she shook her head in disbelief, she turned around to face Sage. A look of helplessness overcame her, and she bit her lip as a tear ran down her face.  
 
    “They… got me,” That was when Crinnan noticed the blood and the grappling hook protruding from her stomach. He had never seen it before, but he knew exactly what it was. He clenched his teeth together and pushed Freyja back as he scanned the trees. 
 
    “No!” Sage shouted as he frantically charged forward. He threw her to the ground revealing the cable that the purge-hook was attached to. A beam of fire emerged from his hand, and he quickly sliced through the wire. 
 
    “Come on!” He panted as he hoisted her up off the ground. Another hook flew past him, grazing his shoulder and ultimately planting itself in Guntz’ chest. Cade hurried over to assist and just missed grabbing hold of Guntz’ hand as he was rapidly reeled into the darkness of the woods.  
 
    “Reapers!” Sage shouted furiously as he turned to the others, “We need to go!” 
 
    “Damn it all!” Crinnan shouted as he made sure Freyja didn’t fall as they ran behind Sage. He reached down with his free hand and hovered it behind the boys back as they ran. 
 
    Reapers were Govia’s primary weapon against the Ancients like Nora and Sage. In the past, the Ancients had always bested the Empire in combat due to their superior handling of the NaNe. Govia eventually however adapted and created the Reapers; heavily armored NaNe users who purged and downloaded the powers of the ancients that they captured before they killed them. The entire process deleted the Ancient’s NaNe image preventing them from being uploaded into the Hells; they wanted to make sure that the Ancients were gone forever. 
 
    “Guntz…” Nora squealed as they charged through the thick trees and brush. She was crying, not sobbing but gently and quietly weeping as she knew that her powers, her NaNe that had been a part of her for so many centuries, were gone, absorbed by the Reapers.  
 
    Nora’s blood streamed down Sage’s back and mixed with the water on the ground, leaving a trail of crimson behind them. As the rain continued to fall and pepper Crinnan’s skin he watched tiny sparks of electricity pop off of him, leaving small streams of smoke behind. It did not hurt him, but it was strange for him to watch. 
 
    “Come on,” Sage repeated as he ran, “That is it, keep going.” Crinnan was not sure whether he was trying to encourage himself or everyone else at that point. His whole demeanor had changed, no more was he the self-assured, charismatic being he had met back at the cabin but instead fearfully determined to stay alive. 
 
    Crinnan’s sword found its way into his hand, and as the rain fell onto the blade, he watched chains of electricity flow down his arm and up the metal blade. He saw the jagged lines of blue light dance on the weapon as if they sensed the oncoming danger as if they anticipated the inevitable fight.  
 
    His heart pounded in his chest, and for a split second, he could not help but close his eyes. He felt absolute focus and clarity overcome his mind in a way that he had never experienced before. Each drop of rain that fell against his skin was an experience of its own and the gust of wind that encircled his body unlocked a memory of being swaddled by his mother when he was merely a babe.  
 
    Crinnan heard each breath that Cade took behind him and could even feel the heat trail that Sage’s flaming hand was leaving even though he was nearly ten feet ahead. He ran his hand through his hair and felt each and every strand pass through his fingers. It seemed that the indescribably complex nature of the physical had all of a sudden become clearer as if Crinnan had discovered a brand new, more profound way of experiencing the world around him. That was when he heard something behind him snap. 
 
    Crinnan spun around and extended his sword arm just as a Govian soldier approached. The point of the blade did not fully penetrate his thin metal armor but clanked against the back of it after piercing carefully through the front layer and his sternum. As he stood before Crinnan, his body locked up as if all of his bones had suddenly become one. Crinnan watched curiously for a moment as smoke started creeping out of the collar of the jerkin he wore beneath his armor. And then he noticed the smell; it was like meat cooking.  
 
    “What the fuck…” Crinnan gasped as the smoke turned to fire. He pulled his sword from the Govian out of fear of getting burnt and looked over to Cade who had stopped to watch. 
 
    “You electrocuted him,” Cade said with a tone of admiration, “By the Brothers, you are a NaNe user now...”  
 
    “I should say this is no time to gawk!” Sage called back angrily, “We need to get to the...” A hook flew through the air and planted itself in the dirt in front of Sage. “...tower.” Everyone turned to run just as the first Reaper emerged from the trees behind them.  
 
    Crinnan got a brief look at the pursuing Reaper. His face was hidden behind a reflective chrome mask, and his armor was thick enough to almost double his shoulder width. A long blue cloak with gold lining hung from his neck and seemed to wrap around his body, and the unmasked portion of his head was hooded. At his hip hung a broadsword and under each of his palms was a gas-powered hook-launching mechanism with enough line to hit a target from a maximum of about 20 yards.  
 
    Before Crinnan could run away, he heard a high-powered rifle being fired and saw the Reaper’s mask suddenly flash with bright blue light. The sound of a bullet ricocheting off metal echoed through his ears, and he watched the Reaper jerk his head to the side and then fall onto his back. The Reaper’s mask had somehow mitigated the impact of the bullet.  
 
    Cracks littered the face of the once solid chrome mask and prevented the Govian from being able to see. Whatever NaNe technology had been employed to protect the Reaper had done its job, but it was apparently a one-shot deal against Flox’s rifle. Quickly, the Reaper reached up and tossed it aside. The face behind the mask gasped and then scowled as he scanned the area. Crinnan saw an opportunity to strike, but before he could advance on his enemy, another rifle shot rang through the night. The Reaper’s forehead exploded, and he fell backward onto the ground, dead. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Crinnan asked, looking over at Cade. He double checked to make sure that Freyja was safe and saw him kneeling and silently holding his hands over his ears. Crinnan hurried to him and grabbed him by the back of the neck, yanking him to his feet. 
 
    “That was not me,” Cade replied as he turned his eyes up to the canopy, “Someone else.” Crinnan turned his head in the direction Cade was looking and noticed some movement above them. Cade raised his rifle, but Crinnan tapped it back down with his sword as a figure leaped from the branches and landed on the ground in front of them. 
 
    He was an Elf slightly taller than Crinnan, had the face of a male in his late twenties though his true age was nearly double that. His brown hair was pulled back behind his ears, but a few strands of it hung down in his face. He wore light Black Knight battle armor and carried a Klauds XK44; a high powered scoped long rifle that could not have weighed less than 25 lbs. Crinnan knew the Elf that stood before him; he was a Centurion, one of the two snipers in his squad. He had killed more people than anyone else Crinnan knew, and his name was Stevill Flox. 
 
    “A team is waiting for you at the tower to the West,” Flox reported as he quickly stepped toward Crinnan, “We are here to bring you home.” 
 
    “Flox!” Crinnan whispered with a surprised tone. He hurried up to the sniper and Flox nodded his head at him.  
 
    “It is true then,” While his tone generally lacked inflection, he nearly sounded surprised, “You are alive.” He gave Crinnan a quick once over and hummed inquisitively. 
 
    “I am,” Crinnan felt relieved to know that Century had sent a team for him. He recalled what Sage had said to him earlier about my squad having left the area. Another lie he thought to himself. 
 
    “Hey what day is it?” Crinnan asked as the four of them began to run after Sage, who had run ahead, “What day is today?” 
 
    “22nd of Ramlia,” Flox answered quickly, not bothering to care why he was being asked.  
 
    “22nd?” Crinnan repeated, nearly slowing to a stop, “of Ramlia?” 
 
    “Yes,” Flox replied. Crinnan shook his head and looked down at the wet ground he was running on.  
 
    “22nd of Ramlia,” Crinnan repeated, “That means…” It meant that Sage had told him the truth. It meant that he had not been with his squad at the caverns the day before. It meant that he had been gone for ninety days, a whole month… 
 
    “You guys waited here for a month?” Crinnan was surprised, thinking that Century had never left the caverns, “You waited for me?” 
 
    “No,” Flox replied, “We had your funeral yesterday morning. This makes two days I had to wake up early because of you.” 
 
    “My funeral?” Crinnan asked as they vaulted over a fallen log. He had always wondered how people would respond to his death. He could recall times where he would daydream about seeing the faces of the people at his funeral. Times when perhaps a less-sober version of himself would consider putting a bullet in his head just to spite others, to make them wish they had cared for him harder. 
 
    “Focus on getting to the tower,” Flox instructed, “We will answer your questions there.” They continued running. Crinnan felt invigorated; he was not sure whether it was because he was in the company of a fellow Centurion or if it had to do with his NaNe. Either way, he suddenly felt like he could run for days. 
 
    The four of them crashed through a thick wall of brush and emerged into a clearing. Crinnan’s eyes grew wide, and they all stopped dead in their tracks when they saw what was waiting for them there. Crinnan reached down and gently moved Freyja behind him. 
 
    Before them stood three Reapers and a handful of Govian infantry and kneeling on the ground in front of the Govians was Garb. Crinnan looked over at Flox and then to Cade. They all wore looks of varying levels of surprise. 
 
    “Weapons on the ground!” one of them shouted as he pointed his hook launcher at them, “The Demon is coming with us!” Cade was first to kneel; he slowly placed his rifle on the ground in front of him and raised his hands. Flox followed suit shortly after and Crinnan tossed his sword toward them and stepped forward. 
 
    “You want me?” Crinnan asked with an antagonizing tone, “I am your Demon, the one you have been pursuing all day and I am sick of running, so if you want me then come and take me.” 
 
    The Govian troops held their position and glared at the Demon with stone-cold expressions. Crinnan took another step, and they raised their rifles. One of the Reapers spoke. 
 
    “On your knees, Demon!” He ordered as he stepped forward, pushing Garb onto the ground with his foot, “On your knees, or he dies.” 
 
    “I know how this works,” Crinnan rolled his eyes and refused to fall to his knees, “They will all die anyway. I may even die. Why prolong any of it?” The Reaper stood silently for a moment and then stomped his foot into Garb’s back. Garb let out a loud wail and blood spurted from his mouth. 
 
    “You have the power to make their deaths quick, Demon!” the Reaper knelt down and grabbed hold of Garb’s thin white hair. He pulled his head back and held a knife to his throat. “Remember the dead will be waiting for you when you return to the Hells. You do not want to make them any angrier.” 
 
    Return. The word bounced around in Crinnan’s mind and echoed off the walls of his skull. He recalled Sage saying that he had brought him back from the Hells, that he had been dead when the Elf found him. Crinnan closed his eyes and looked down. Sage had not lied… but why could Crinnan not remember any of it? Why was he living his life as if he had been with his squad the day before? Where had the ninety days he had missed gone, what had happened to him?  
 
    “Kill me then!” Garb yelled up at the Reaper, “Send me to the Hells, let me be with my wife…” Crinnan looked down at the bloody and bruised deformed being laying on the ground before him and pitied him. A thousand cruel years he had lived, only to be reduced to an undignified, bloody and begging mess.              
 
    Crinnan knew the Reapers had the upper hand. He felt one of his knees hit the wet ground and the other. His arms fell to their sides, and he looked at the sword lying in a puddle in front of him. He remembered the electricity flowing through it earlier, recalled how he had electrocuted the Govian soldier with it. He had no idea how to use his powers or what he was even capable of. He wanted to blast them all away, to burn their bodies with it… if only he knew how. 
 
    Suddenly, something fell from the trees above. It was a person, and each of his hands was burning bright with fire. He landed just behind a group of the Govian soldiers and put his fist through one of their chests while slicing at another with an elongated beam of flame. 
 
    “Fight!” Sage shouted as he dove out of the way of rifle fire. He pounced on another soldier and put his hand through his chest, howling as he did so. An unexpected bullet caught Sage in the shoulder, and he crashed into the ground in front of the Govian. 
 
    Crinnan dove forward and scooped up his sword. A hook flew past him and nearly grazed his arm as he charged toward the Reapers. Behind him, Flox and Cade had opened fire on their own targets. Crinnan approached one of the Reapers and swung his blade at him. The Reaper parried the attack with his own weapon. the strength behind the deflection knocked Crinnan backward but did not stop him. He snarled and charged forward. 
 
    “Die!” Crinnan shouted as he stepped to the side of the Reaper and thrust his blade between his shoulder plates and his mask. Blood gushed out of his wound, and the Reaper stepped backward just in time for the other two to converge on Crinnan.  
 
    Flox fired on one of them, and the bullet hit him in his mask. The Reaper threw his mask aside and blindly fired his hook at the sniper. Flox got out of the way in time, and Cade was able to take the Reaper down with a shot to his bare face.  
 
    As Crinnan turned from his recent kill, he looked at the final Reaper to see that his hook was pointed directly at him. Crinnan gritted his teeth together and stared straight into the Reaper’s reflective mask. That was it; he had nowhere to run. He huffed and braced himself, preparing for the hook to rip through his body. As his lips quivered and his arms trembled, Sage suddenly belted a desperate sounding roar and charged in front of him. The hook fired and caught the Elf square in the chest. His blood splashed from his back and onto Crinnan’s face, and Sage fell backward onto the ground. 
 
    “No!” Crinnan screamed, charging at the Reaper. He stepped out of the way of Crinnan’s attack and batted at him with his heavy metal gauntlet. Crinnan took a blow to the head and skidded across the mud, landing next to Garb who was cowering face-first on the ground. The Reaper sent a NaNe blast into Cade and Flox, knocking them to their backs and Crinnan looked over just in time to see him standing over Sage with his sword drawn.  
 
    For a moment the two did nothing but stare at each other, but then the Reaper retracted his cable just enough to get Sage onto his knees. Sage held a weakened hand out toward the Reaper, but nothing happened, the wire had purged him of his NaNe, and he was left with no way of defending himself. His powers had all been drained, and he was left with nothing more than an old Elf.  
 
    Sage shrugged his shoulders and let his arms fall to his side. He looked over at Crinnan with a thin, bloody smile and raised his hand to wave. Crinnan watched, knowing that there was nothing he could do to save him. He shook his head and bit his lip. Sage gave Crinnan a slight nod and closed his eyes just as the Reaper before him swung his sword. 
 
    His head rolled away from his body and Crinnan scurried backward on the ground away from him, eventually pushing himself onto his feet. The last remaining Reaper, Sage’s killer, had turned toward Crinnan by then and was lumbering toward him. The ground seemed to shake as he slammed his massive boots down and Crinnan snorted and trembled with fury.  
 
    Flox and Cade both managed to get to their feet and took aim at the armored hulk but he threw his hand toward them, and another NaNe blast once again knocked them onto their backs. Crinnan gripped the leather wrapped handle of his father’s old sword and waited. 
 
    The rain started falling a little harder, and Crinnan noticed the lightning dancing across the sky above. In the distance, he heard a clap of thunder. Water dripped down his face, and small sparks of electricity popped off all around him. Crinnan noticed his sword was once again sparking and his free hand was vaguely pulsing with a blue and white electric light. He curled his fingers into a fist and glared at his foe. 
 
    “My orders are to bring you in alive,” The Reaper growled as he stopped before Crinnan, “Do you understand what alive means?” He pointed his broadsword at Crinnan and waited silently. Crinnan held his own weapon in front of him and waited for the Reaper to make a move. He could have overpowered Crinnan at any moment, Crinnan just needed to stay light on his feet and prepared to strike.  
 
    “Alive means many things, boy,” He finally answered, sidestepping around him. Crinnan synced his footing with the Reaper’s and kept his sword at the ready, “You do not need legs to be alive. You do not need arms. You understand, only the living bleed? As long as I return you and you’re still able to bleed, my mission will be accomplished.” Flox and Cade tried to get up, and the Reaper blasted them again, temporarily stunning them and knocking them back down again. 
 
    “You can make it easy on yourself,” The Reaper informed him, “You do not have to bleed. You do not have to lose your limbs. Surrender now.”  
 
    Crinnan said nothing. He kept his eyes locked onto his foe and watched his every move. He was so focused on his enemy that he did not notice the Lycaani boy sneaking up behind him until the last moment. 
 
    “Die!” Freyja screamed as he scampered up the back of the Reaper’s armor and latched himself around his neck. He had the short sword Crinnan had given him earlier held firmly in his hand, and before the Reaper could do anything to defend himself, Freyja began wildly and rapidly stabbing the blade in and out of the Govian’s neck. The Reaper tried to raise his arms up to grab the boy, but his thick armor prevented him from lifting them above chest level.  
 
    The Reaper screamed in pain and stumbled about… that is he screamed until Freyja severed his vocal cords and then he just hissed. Blood splashed up on the boy but Freyja did not lose his grip or his focus, and he did not stop. It seemed as if Freyja was channeling all his pain and anger into his strikes, allowing the darkness within him to fuel his rage. Finally, the Reaper dropped his sword and fell to his knees. Freyja, however, did not stop.  
 
    “Freyja!” Garb shouted as he worked to get to his feet. Freyja could not hear him. He screamed as he continued to stick the blade in and out of the Reaper’s neck. The Reaper did nothing, and even when his dead body toppled over on its side Freyja remained latched around his neck and kept hacking…  
 
    “Freyja!” Garb continued as he tried to run over to the boy. Crinnan held his arm out and caught the Ancient, preventing him from getting any closer.  
 
    “Let him finish,” Crinnan sighed, “He… I hate to say it, but I think he needs this.” Garb glared at Crinnan and ran his rubber-skinned fingers through his white hair.  
 
    “He is just a boy!” Garb argued as tears welled up in his eyes, “This should not be his life!” 
 
    “But it is,” Crinnan shook his head, “Unfortunately he was born into this. But look; he is a survivor, a fighter. Few could do what he is doing…”                  
 
    Crinnan continued watching the boy as he threw the mask off the Reaper and grabbed him by the hair. He made one more slice and pulled the dead Govian’s head off of its shoulders. He held the head up into the air and looked at it for a moment and then opened his mouth and screamed at it. He slammed the head onto the ground and began punching it over and over, and finally, he stood and kicked it into the woods. He looked over at Crinnan, smiling and covered in blood, and tossed his sword on the ground. 
 
    “I…” Freyja panted looking down at his bloodied hands. He had never taken a life before; he shook his head wildly as his mind came out of the blacked-out state it was in. For all of his life, he had been the weak one; he had been the one who got hurt. He had endured every manner of pain and disgrace; he had been the recipient of so many people’s anger, lust, and curiosity. Finally, for the first time ever, Freyja was the strong one. He was the one who held the sword, the one who did the hurting. For the first time in his life, Freyja felt strong. The boy looked like he was thinking about crying but instead, he dropped to his knees, threw his head back and started laughing hysterically.  
 
    “What is going on?” Garb asked, grabbing Crinnan’s shoulder.  
 
    “This happens sometimes,” Crinnan sighed, “Everyone reacts differently, handles it differently… but nobody takes their first kill lightly. It fucks everyone up in some way, but those who were fucked up to start? Well, it either helps immensely or worsens everything. I… have no idea if this is a good thing for Freyja.”  
 
    Crinnan turned from Garb and walked over to Sage’s headless body. He looked down at the bare-chested Elf and could not help but feel like it was all his fault. He knelt down and grabbed his hand.  
 
    “You loud fucking idiot,” Crinnan groaned. He shook his head and put his other hand on Sage’s shoulder. Crinnan thought about all the Elf had said and done for him. He said he had brought him back from the Hells, that he had taken care of him. He had escorted Crinnan as far as he could and ultimately gave his life to protect him. All for what? Crinnan looked down at the headless corpse and wished he had a cigarette. 
 
    He sighed and looked over to Flox and Cade as he stood. Cade nodded at him, and Flox stared expectantly. He was apparently ready to get to Racon tower and rendezvous with their squad.  
 
    “Garb, do you know the way?” Crinnan asked. Garb, who was doing his best to provide comfort to Freyja looked over at him and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I know the way,” Garb rested his chin on top of the boy’s head, “We are very close now.” 
 
    “Do you know why it was so important to Sage and Nora that we got there?” Crinnan asked, stepping up to him. Garb shook his head and returned his chin to Freyja’s head. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he said, “But I do not.” 
 
    “Do you?” Crinnan asked, looking over at Cade. Cade shrugged his broad shoulders and looked away. 
 
    “These are Ancients we are talking about,” He replied, “They are very good at keeping secrets. I have no idea what they had in store.” Crinnan looked at his brother, the Agra President and then turned away.  
 
    “Let’s just get to Racon Tower. Garb, lead the way?” Garb nodded his head and picked Freyja up off the ground as he stood. 
 
    “Hush, child,” He said tenderly as he carried the seemingly intoxicated boy, “All will be well.” 
 
    As they turned toward Racon Tower, Crinnan took one last look at Sage. He wished things had ended up differently, but nothing ever worked out in his world. He nodded, and as he began to walk, he heard the voice of Eon. 
 
    “Do not run, my friend,” Eon purred, “Let us together bring salvation to this world as we did the Hells. Fear not my power; embrace it. It is yours.” 
 
    Crinnan looked around in the darkness, searching for the owner of the voice. He did not remember Eon, nor any of his time in the Hells for that matter. He pulled out a cigarette and held it to his lips, forgetting that he did not have a lighter. Suddenly, however, it lit, and he heard Eon chuckle. 
 
    “Prithee, dear Crinnan,” Eon continued, “Join me.”  
 
    Crinnan took a drag and shook his head. He turned and hurried to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Sarasin XI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    15:30 - Canrom City, Dauid’s Tower 
 
      
 
    “Just a little bit more, we are nearly there!” Eryc shouted back at his three companions. He was panting heavily as he had just scaled nearly twenty stories worth of stairs. He was, however, resolved in completing his mission and nowhere near giving up. 
 
    Gerard limped past the rest. The four of them had already fought past the guards of the main level of Dauid’s tower, and Gerard had taken yet another bullet, this time in his arm. Eryc shook his head as everyone walked past him. As captain of Sarasin’s guard, he had come to feel like he was a failure. Eight of his ten soldiers had fallen in battle or abandoned him in only a few hours. He clenched his teeth, burying the pain and hurried behind Quint. 
 
    “Behind us!” Sarasin shouted, stopping to let Quint and Eryc pass. Footsteps were clamoring up the metal stairs a few floors below them. Eryc turned and grabbed her arm, but she quickly shrugged his hand off and held her own hands out in front of her. 
 
    “I will buy us some time,” she declared as she focused on the stairs that they had just climbed. She eased her mind and released a blast of NaNe energy that collapsed the stairs behind them, preventing anyone else from following, or at least slowing them down. She let out an exhausted breath and turned to join her comrades. 
 
    The energy it had taken to collapse the stairs mixed with the mental and physical fatigue she was already experiencing knocked her down to one knee. Her long red hair fell in her face, and Eryc hurried to her side and grabbed her by her upper arm, helping her back to her feet. 
 
    “We can rest soon,” Eryc assured her. He pursed his lips together and gently placed the palm of his hand on the side of her head, “I wish things were not like this. I wish we were on our way back to Cidroska right now… but that just, it is not how things are meant to be. We must get to the roof my lady; we need to start our new life.” Sarasin nodded in agreement and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Right,” She said as she exhaled. She shifted her focus from worrying about her energy drain to getting up the stairs and hurried to join the others. 
 
    “We will make it!” Eryc shouted as he followed behind her, forcing his legs to move. “We are almost there. One more flight to go.” The four of them hurried across the platform they stood on until they reached the foot of their final flight. They clamored up the steps with what energy they had left, and all of them stopped to catch their breath once they reached the door that led to the roof. 
 
    “We are here!” Eryc declared between breaths. He proudly looked at each of the members of his team and smiled as he nodded at them, “Good job everyone, we are almost free.” He pushed up against the door, and the light from the brothers blinded them all. They shielded their eyes and hurried outside onto the roof. 
 
    “We made it!” Quint shouted with a desperate laugh; he spun around in place with his arms extended and looked up at the Brothers above, “We…” He stopped, and his eyes grew wide, and his mouth went silent. He stared ahead, toward the other end of the roof and realized they were not alone. 
 
    “A noble effort!” Prince Lazarus announced as he clapped his hands together and stepped toward them. He still wore his dark blue suit from earlier and held a rapier in his hand. His trademark smile was plastered on his face, and he brushed his hair back as he stepped forward. 
 
    “What an amazing show of strength,” He declared, as he strutted toward Sarasin and her guard, “That you could best the might of the Govian Empire. The fact that you still stand is a testament to our power, a true display of raw Govian strength.” 
 
    The wooden heels of his shiny brown leather shoes tapped against the concrete of the roof beneath him as he walked. It was all that Sarasin and her guard heard as they stood and faced the Imperial Prince and his guard. He elegantly held a cigarette between two fingers in his left hand and spun his rapier in his right as he walked. 
 
    “To the top of the most magnificent structure in all of Redodra!” He proclaimed, tapping the hilt of the sword against his hip as he walked. He took a drag of his cigarette and flicked it toward Sarasin and her group, exhaling a plume of smoke in their direction, “What a feat indeed! When all of the city came down on you, you still managed to escape. I nearly regret having to kill you all.” 
 
    Eryc stepped in front of Sarasin and pointed his sword at Lazarus. He knew his own NaNe abilities were no match for the Prince’s, but he also knew that he was the sworn protector of Lady Sarasin and he had to at least try. 
 
    “Loyalty like yours is a hard thing to come by Captain,” Lazarus declared as he stepped closer, “Why, even in the face of imminent death you hold true to your vows. Perhaps I assigned you to the wrong Bishop General!” Eryc remained silent and held his ground. Lazarus merely cackled in response. 
 
    “Gerard,” Quint whispered as he inched closer to his comrade, “Can we take ‘em?” 
 
    “No,” Gerard grimly whispered back, “Not with those rifles.” 
 
    “I still have a few SUPs,” Quint optimistically informed him, “Should I throw one?” 
 
    “Wait,” Gerard instructed, gently easing his hand down his side. He grabbed a fragmentation grenade and stepped up alongside Eryc, keeping it held behind his back for Quint to grab, “Keep him talking.” He mumbled to Eryc. 
 
    “My devotion has not been misplaced!” Eryc shouted, looking Lazarus square in the eye, “For once your judgment is not clouded.” 
 
    Lazarus threw his head back and belted out a loud single-syllabled laugh. “Oh, the wit!” He delightedly called out, “The charm, Captain, the charm! You truly are the best of Govia.” Lazarus stopped and straightened his vest. “You three guards shall be commended for your devotion to your oaths. You stood by your Lady until her bitter end. Fortunately for you today is her end, and as the son of the Emperor, I hereby release you from your oaths. Join my guard, and no harm will come to any of you. This will be my only offer.” 
 
    At that moment Quint painfully realized what it was that he had to do. He reached out and grabbed the grenade from Gerard and promptly armed and clipped it to his belt. Likewise, the boy armed the SUP and clipped it to the other side of his waist. He untucked his jerkin and allowed the fabric to fall over the grenades, hiding them from view. He gave Gerard’s shoulder a squeeze and walked around him. “Thank you for everything,” He solemnly whispered as he walked by.   
 
    “My prince!” Quint shouted. He threw his sword to the ground and waved his raised hands, “Will you take me?” Lazarus grinned widely and beckoned Quint over. 
 
    “You little shit!” Eryc roared as Quint walked by, “You are nothing but a traitor, you bring shame to your parent’s good name!” Quint remained silent despite the angry cries being hurled at him. He wished he could tell Eryc his master what he was about to do. 
 
    Sarasin watched Quint with saddened eyes. He briefly turned and looked at her as he walked. She gave him a smile and a nod, for she did not blame him. She did not want any of them to die for her, and as he turned back away, she sighed. She felt a slight amount of strange happiness that at least he, the youngest and most vibrant of her guard, was going to live.  
 
    Quint approached the prince of the Govian Empire and fell to a knee on the ground before him. He lowered his head and kept his arms at his sides. Lazarus stood silently and looked down at the young soldier for a moment. 
 
    “A traitor to a traitor,” He grinned, looking back at his own guard with a gleeful look in his eyes. “Unfortunately, you see. You were never actually welcome. I only wanted Eryconius and the big one. We do not have any vacant positions for insignificant whelps like you.” Quint looked up at him fearfully, and Lazarus swiped his rapier at Quint, cutting his throat before he knew what was happening. “Especially traitorous whelps who flee at the first sign of danger.”  
 
    Quint grabbed his throat and fell to his side as he gasped for air. He could feel his hot blood gushing out onto his hands and pooling beneath him. The feeling of his inevitable demise was heavy; it spread over him like a lead blanket which he could not escape. Lazarus stepped over his body and continued to draw nearer to what remained of Sarasin’s squad. 
 
    “Not even loyal to the bitch he died for,” Lazarus tsked as he stepped toward Eryc. Despite the overwhelming feeling of defeat, Eryc stood tall with his head raised and sword at the ready. 
 
    “We will not fall so easily,” Eryc cautioned, speaking through his teeth. To his left, Gerard readied his own blade and Sarasin walked around the right side of him. All three of them knew that they would not survive the encounter; Lazarus was too strong and too skilled. He had been around since the church turned into the Empire after the Messiah Wars. Regardless, they were intent on going down fighting. 
 
    With what remained of his strength, Quint pushed himself up until he got to his feet. He felt dizzy and tired and was growing colder by the second, but he knew he had to finish what he set out to do. Fear was no longer a variable to him; he took a step toward Lazarus’ guard and was met with a bullet in his gut. 
 
    “The little shit’s got a bit of life in him!” One of the guards laughed as he took aim with his rifle. Quint took another bullet, this time to his knee, and tumbled forward, landing on his wound. He clenched his teeth together in pain and began to crawl, dragging his injured leg behind him. 
 
    The soldiers approached Quint and encircled him. He became the target of all their weapons and the thrust their blades in and out of him and howled as they did so. Quint gasped in pain and could feel his life quickly fading. He rolled onto his back and stared at the faces above him. They were faces he may have once called brothers, people he may have once died for. Quint stared at them and scowled. 
 
    “What do we do with this one your highness?” One of the guards shouted, “Shall we…” Quint reached down under his tunic and clenched each of the grenades he had armed earlier. He closed his eyes and smiled. The guards took notice of what he was doing but were barely able to get out a shout before both of the grenades detonated. The blast tore Quint’s body apart and ripped through Lazarus’ guard. Their bodies were tossed in all directions, some flew over the side of the building, while others landed nearby, screaming. Nothing, however, remained of Quint. 
 
    “No,” Sarasin whispered as she witnessed the sacrifice of her youngest guard. Her heart sank into her stomach, for he had just given his life for hers, and even though she was in the midst of perhaps the most important fight of her life, she felt a sudden wave of depression come over her. She never wanted to see another person die for her again. 
 
    Lazarus looked slightly over his shoulder and hummed. He returned his gaze to his three-armed enemies before him and took a quick step backward just in time to miss Eryc’s attack.  
 
    “What a wonderful feeling it is,” He parried another blow from Eryc and sidestepped a mighty swipe from Gerard, “When the tables turn in your favor.” He somersaulted backward out of reach of Sarasin’s guard and what remained of his own hurried to join the fight. 
 
    “Draw your swords!” Lazarus shouted at his four remaining guards, “The runt detonated a SUP!” Gerard and Eryc each took up a defensive stance and Sarasin stood behind them with her own rapier in hand. She turned her eye to the sky and wondered where the Black Knight transport was. 
 
    “Kill them,” Lazarus ordered just as Sarasin saw the transport approaching in the distance. It was coming in fast, though Sarasin did not feel it was fast enough. She said a small prayer for Gerard and Eryc and waited. 
 
    The four soldiers charged forward. Eryc looked at Gerard and then back to Lazarus’ guard and started to run toward them. Sarasin watched as Gerard, having found strength in spite of his wounds, followed behind Eryc.  
 
    Sarasin kept a close eye on the transport which was flying straight towards them. She watched one of Lazarus’ men fall and saw his sword slide away from his dead hand. She looked across the roof at Lazarus and charged forward to join the others. 
 
    Gerard cut through another of Lazarus’ men and leveled the battlefield. It was two on two, all four of them brandishing swords. Only the day before they had been comrades, brothers in arms… never again would that be true. They had become enemies, and each side was ready to rip the other’s throats out. 
 
    “Stand down, children,” Eryc growled, “I could cut you both down before you knew what happened.” 
 
    “No chance, old man,” One of them replied. He darted forward and swung his sword at Eryc. Eryc parried and stepped to the side. The soldier ran past Eryc, and he quickly rotated his sword and plunged it into the back of the soldier’s skull. The blade penetrated the bone and emerged through his face, and the Captain pulled it free, flinging blood and brain off the side of the tower. 
 
    Sarasin passed by the smoking mess of gore and soot that once was Quint and took a deep breath. The young Elf had given his life for her… she had enjoyed the boy, enjoyed his youth and his humor. He wasn’t the first person that had died for her she thought, but hopefully, he would be the last. 
 
    Eryc and Gerard both planted their swords in Lazarus’ final guard, and as he fell dead, they turned toward their former prince.  
 
    “You’ve lost Lazarus!” Sarasin shouted as she arrived at her protector’s sides, “Give up!”  
 
    Lazarus stood and silently lit another cigarette. He took a drag and exhaled a brilliant cloud of smoke in their direction. He stared at the trio and smiled.  
 
    “Behind you!” Little Sarasin shouted as she suddenly appeared in front of Sarasin. Sarasin quickly turned around just in time to watch the door they had initially come through burst open. Quickly, Gerard threw another SUP at the door, and as the squad of Govian soldiers poured onto the roof, they were forced to drop their rifles and draw their swords.  
 
    “I do not lose,” Lazarus gushed as he walked forward, “I am the son of Emperor Govia Cidro, the grandson of Dura’Ana herself, you think you could ever come close to defeating me? I have the might of my father’s empire at my disposal!” 
 
    The Black Knight transport was nearly on them. Eryc looked at the flyer and back to Sarasin and then finally to Gerard.  
 
    “You two, the transport is here!” Eryc shouted as he reached out and squeezed Gerard’s non-injured shoulder, “Sarasin, go live your life. Find happiness, do not let my death be in vain… Gerard, it has been an honor, my friend. Always serve and protect our lady!” At that, Eryc clenched his sword and charged toward the soldiers.  
 
    “Fuck!” Gerard growled. A tear formed in his eye and he wrapped one of his massive arms around Sarasin’s waist. He heaved her up off the ground and ran toward the edge of Dauid’s tower.  
 
    Sarasin could not move. She watched and wept as Eryc leaped into his final fight, thrusting his sword through the chest of one of the soldiers. As he pulled the sword free, the rest of them surrounded him and began stabbing their own weapons into his body.  
 
    “Go!” He screamed, “Live!” 
 
    Gerard tossed Sarasin into the open hatch of the Black Knight HAPT and briefly looked back at Eryc. He growled as he watched his friend fall and then hurried into the HAPT himself. As the vehicle quickly ascended, the two looked down at Lazarus who could only flick his cigarette away and silently turn toward the door into Dauid’s Tower behind him. 
 
    “Sayraa Jamiso,” one of the Black Knights said to her. She had forgotten such a name existed. She looked to the Lycaani knight to see that he had his rifle trained on her.  
 
    “I am Centurion Pancho Lopaaz, a friend of your brother’s,” he said with a thick eastern accent, “You are safe with me; however, you are being detained. Do you resist?” 
 
    “No…” Sarasin replied, looking down at her lap, “I am prepared to face your Commander.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry of him,” Pancho laughed, “You should be more concerned to face your aunt, Emerald Fyres. Please, give me your hands,” He looked to Gerard, “You too big guy.” 
 
    Sarasin and Gerard presented their wrists, and Pancho placed a set of cuffs on each of them. “It is a long ride; we will stop tonight somewhere in the wastes. I look forward to getting to know you.” He smiled another sharp-toothed smile and sat down, resting his rifle against the wall next to him.  
 
    “Get some rest in the meantime,” He said, “You look like you need it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Ema’as I 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    08:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    The truck bounced and sputtered as it traversed the dry and rocky wasteland that was the vast plains of Canrom. The once lush green sea of grass would ripple in the wind that blew in from the infinite horizon sending waves of brilliant emerald in all directions. That was no more. The world around them had died, the WMDs that had fallen from the sky so many years ago had left naught but dust and rock in its wake. Fortunately for Ema’as and Yarik, that was all they knew. 
 
    “How long have we been driving?” Ema’as asked as her eyes opened. She looked out the windshield to find that nothing had changed. It seemed like the suns had only recently risen; apparently Yarik had driven through the night. She looked over at him, and he licked his fangs and smirked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” He groaned as he thought of the food in the back, “The pain is setting in though, the Thirst is coming back. I need to feed soon.” 
 
    “How much of him is left?” The Vampress asked as she rested her head on the window to her right. “Will we need to find more food soon?” 
 
    “Not much and yes,” Yarik replied. He groaned at the thought of having to hunt, “Though I haven’t seen a warm body since we left. We will have to make do with the last of the guard.” 
 
    Ema’as whimpered and clenched her fists. She too was beginning to feel the effects of the Thirst returning. Her muscles were aching, and her mouth was parched. She could feel a hunger migraine coming on, and it made her grumpy. 
 
    “I have to eat,” She finally said, “Before I go crazy again.” 
 
    “We will stop soon,” Yarik promised, not moving his eyes. She snarled at him, and the truck bounced, worsening her pain. 
 
    “Where are we even going?” She impatiently asked, annoyed with the pain and boredom, “I doubt we have much fuel left…” 
 
    “Don’t fucking worry about the fuel,” Yarik snapped, he was clearly getting grumpy as well, “We are heading West, I am trying to get us to North Barus. There are High Vampre there; people we can join who know what they are doing.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would they want us?” Ema’as looked at him, and he shrugged, “We are as weak as they come.” 
 
    “We aren’t,” Yarik sighed and rolled his eyes, “Just shut up will ya?” The sunslight shone through the windshield and hit him in the face. He hissed and jerked the wheel, slamming on the brakes as he did so. The truck spun ninety degrees, and the sunslight hit Ema’as. They felt a sudden jerk, and both bounced up out of their seats. As they landed, she squealed with pain and crawled over toward Yarik’s side of the truck. 
 
    “Drive asshole!” She shouted, pounding on his chest, “Get this light off of me!” 
 
    “Get your ass off of me first!” He hissed, throwing her back to her own side of the cabin. He pushed on the gas and truck’s wheels spun, but they did not move.  
 
    “Fuck!” He barked, “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He slammed his fists on the steering wheel and looked to his companion. 
 
    “We are stuck,” He growled angrily, “No thanks to you!”  
 
    “Not my fault,” She yapped back, “You’re the one driving you moron.” 
 
    Yarik bared his fangs and threw his door open. “We have to get in the back. We have to get out of the light, or it will cook us alive within an hour.” 
 
    “Great!” Ema’as moaned, “Fucking stuck in the back of a truck with your dumb, ugly ass.” Yarik’s eyes narrowed, and he snarled again, his lips trembling as he did so. He wanted to reach out and rip her throat out, but he resisted and jumped outside into the blazing light. Ema’as quickly joined him. 
 
    The two hurried into the back, howling in pain from the sunslight as they did so. They clamored inside the covered bed of their truck, and both sighed as they caught their breath. 
 
    “What now?” Ema’as asked as she looked at the barely-living guard who had been tied up back there the whole time. Most of his visible skin had been stripped from him, and huge chunks of flesh were missing. The two had been careful not to sever any arteries out of fear of killing him, but there honestly was not much left. 
 
    “I guess we eat,” Yarik smiled as he crawled toward the guard. The guard opened his eyes slightly and wheezed as the two Thirst struck Vampre approached him.  
 
    “Please... kill me this time,” He weakly whispered as they drew near. Yarik laughed as he sunk his fangs into the guard’s arm. He lapped up what blood he could draw and ripped a small piece of muscle from what was left of the guard’s forearm. Stepping back to eat the flesh, Ema’as took her turn and began to drink from the guard. 
 
    “It hurts,” The guard whispered as he cringed and turned his head to the right. “Why don’t you kill me?” Ema’as looked up at him for a moment as she chewed on a piece of his flesh. She felt mildly sorry for the guard, but not enough to stop eating. He was what was keeping her from losing her sanity, from living a life of pain. In her eyes, it was either him or her. 
 
    “We are going to run out of flesh soon,” Yarik observed with his mouth full of flesh. He poked some exposed bone, and the guard trembled. Yarik smiled as he chewed. 
 
    “There is simply not enough for both of us to keep eating.” He continued, giving Ema’as a grim expression, “We have to find more food.” 
 
    Ema’as chewed quietly to herself and realized he was right. She swallowed a bit of flesh and pondered her situation. What did she need to do to remain living? Surely she did not survive being imprisoned by Eon for her to starve to death in the Canruusi Wastes. As she took another bite, she chuckled for the answer came to her. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Yarik asked, smiling as he did so. Feeding had put him in a better mood; he was nowhere near as irate as he had been. He scooted over to Ema’as and smelled her neck. He was getting horny. 
 
    “You want to take a break?” He asked as he rubbed his crotch against her thigh. He braced himself and began to grind on her. She continued chewing and grabbed hold of a scrap of an old pallet, a jagged piece of broken wood. Yarik didn’t see; he was too busy humping her leg. After she swallowed the bit of flesh, she wrapped one of her arms around the back of his neck and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “You want to fuck me?” She asked with a playful grin. Yarik bit his lower lip and closed his eyes. Ema’as giggled and played with the hair on the back of his head for a moment. 
 
    “Well fuck you!” She suddenly scowled as she jabbed the point of the wood through his ribs and into his heart. Yarik gasped at the sudden strike, and his body collapsed in a disgusting puddle of blood and gore that soaked Ema’as and the truck bed beneath them. She groaned in revulsion and threw the wood aside.  
 
    “That’s fucking gross!” She screamed as she looked at the gallons of slop that Yarik had been reduced to. The smell was unbearable; she had to get out of there. She ripped one more piece off the guard and grabbed a tarp as she jumped out of the back of the truck and onto the orange ground. 
 
    With the tarp over her head to block the sunslight, Ema’as walked around the truck where there was shade and sat down. She was glad to be rid of Yarik; she hated him with every ounce of her being. It was his fault that she had been stricken with the Thirst… well, it was her own fault for breaking the law, but he was the one who turned her. Either way, he was gross and ugly and all around just not her type.  
 
    As she sat in the shade with the tarp over her, she chewed on the strip of flesh and thought. Her truck was stuck, and she had no idea how to un-stuck a truck. She looked at it and saw that the axle was resting on a rock, the wheel was up in the air. She did not know whether or not the vehicle would be drivable if she were somehow able to get it off the rock. For the moment, she refused to care. She munched on the guard-flesh and allowed herself to sit in silence. 
 
    As she spent time with her thoughts, she realized that Yarik’s plan hadn’t been a bad one. He was right about North Barus; it was nearly a safe-haven for High Vampre as from what she had heard in the past, that was where most of them gathered. She wondered how far Yarik had gotten them from the border and whether there was enough guard left for her to have the energy to make it the rest of the way. She really hated the idea, but she decided to check his body and see. 
 
    Ema’as hoisted the tarp back over her head and stood back up as she made her way to the back of the truck. She groaned when she saw the Yarik soup dripping onto the ground and rolled her eyes at the ridiculous person that he was. She did her best not to touch the disgusting goop as she crawled back into the bed. When she looked up, her eyes brightened, and she giggled with glee at what she saw. 
 
    The guard was sitting up and breathing normally. A look of confusion and disbelief was spread across his face, and his entire body seemed to have healed. He looked at Ema’as and shook his head, his face forming into an expression of fear.  
 
    “Please don’t,” He begged, “I am alive again, don’t do that to me again…” 
 
    “How the fuck are you whole?” She asked in astonishment, “What happened?” 
 
    “When he… melted or whatever, his goo got all over me,” The guard said, “My body instantly began to regenerate, I watched my muscles grow back and my skin close. It was… amazing.” 
 
    Ema’as thought over what he was saying for a moment and was so filled with joy that she could have danced. She crawled over to the guard and stroked the back of his head. 
 
    “You know what this means?” Ema’as gleefully asked. The guard shook his head and stared fearfully at the fledgling High-Vampre. 
 
    “It means our… well, my blood can heal you!” She was delighted, “It means you don’t have to die; you can be my source of food forever!” At that news, the guard lowered his head and began to weep.  
 
    “No,” He whined in a high pitched, nearly falsetto tone, “I don’t want you to do that to me over and over again. Please don’t; I’ll do anything!” He lowered his head and sobbed, and she once again took pity on him. 
 
    “Well,” She said comfortingly, “Maybe we can, I don’t know... Help each other?”  
 
    “Help each other?” The guard groaned, “The only one who will benefit from any of this is you!” Ema’as smiled and helped the guard to his feet. 
 
    “Look,” She said, “Maybe I don’t need to… you know, eat your flesh like I have been. Maybe all I really have to do is drink your blood. I mean that’s what High Vampre are known for, right? Drinking blood?” 
 
    “I mean,” The guard thought it over in his head, “Yeah that's all I have ever heard. I have never heard of High Vampre actually eating people.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe the Thirst just makes my hunger so strong that I can’t help myself, you know?” Ema’as smiled at the guard, and he sighed. 
 
    “Yeah…” The guard’s breathing slowed he nodded in agreement with Ema’as. He seemed to be calming, “I mean that’s a Hells of a lot better than you peeling my flesh from my bones like you were…” 
 
    “Right!” Ema’as cheered, “So, all you have to do is let me drink from you whenever I want, and if you get hurt or tired or something then I will let you drink from me, and you will be healed!”  
 
    “But how is that beneficial for me?” The guard asked, shaking his head. “I just don’t…” 
 
    Ema’as laughed and waved her finger at the guard. “Look, sweetie,” She said in a patronizing tone, “You are the one who is tied up, I am the one whose strength has tripled. I could rip you apart at any moment. I could fucking slaughter you in a heartbeat. This isn’t a conversation; I really honestly don’t care about it being beneficial to you. You are my slave now. That is just how your life is from now on.” 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty…” The guard sighed. He groaned and sat back down, gagging at the sight of the Yarik soup that he forgot was beneath him. 
 
    “Look it doesn’t all have to be bad!” Ema’as chirped, “I mean. You’re cute. Eventually, I will need some sexy company and, I mean you are a lot better looking than Yarik. Not like I am picky anyway, if you remember I was in between two guys in the middle of Eon’s camp when I got in trouble.” The guard looked up at her and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess that doesn’t sound so bad,” He rationalized his situation with the promise of sex. He nodded his head shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever then.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it!” Ema’as laughed, rolling her eyes. “I will be nice as long as you cooperate. I’m not a mean person!”  
 
    The guard reluctantly nodded. He did not want to upset her by disagreeing with her. He faked a smile and stood back up. “So, can you untie me?”  
 
    Ema’as thought it over for a second and shook her head. “Not yet.” She squinted her eyes and pursed her lips together, “I don’t fully trust you yet. I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “Camber,” He told her, “My name is Camber.” 
 
    “Well mine is Ema’as,” She smiled and extended her hand, “Oops!” She laughed, remembering his hands were tied behind his back, “My mistake!” Camber rolled his eyes, and Ema’as beckoned him to follow her. 
 
    The two hopped out of the back of the truck, and Ema’as quickly picked up her tarp and draped it over herself to protect her body from the Brothers. She grabbed some rope that was sitting inside the truck and walked over to Camber. 
 
    “Hold still,” She instructed him as she wrapped the rope around his neck. 
 
    “Hey, what… what are you doing?” He asked, fearful of what was going on. 
 
    “Making you a leash, dog.” She playfully explained as she bit her lower lip. She made sure that the rope left him room to breathe but not enough to somehow escape. When she felt she had given him the right amount of room, Ema'as tied the nastiest knot she could and looked down at his hands. 
 
    “Okay, so I am going to untie your hands now,” She raised her eyebrows at him and crossed her arms. “If you fucking run, I am going to rip your head off. Understand?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber sighed, “But wait.” He bent over and reached into the goo that was once Yarik beneath him. He pulled the keys to the truck up and showed them to Ema’as, “We will probably need these.” 
 
    “Good job!” She smiled wide and spun him around. She untied the rope that bound his wrists together and tossed it aside. Camber rubbed his wrists and smiled. 
 
    “So…” He looked around at the wasteland and then back to her, “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “We have to get unstuck,” She pointed at the wheel of the truck that was in the air, “Stupid ass Yarik got us stuck on a rock, and now the truck won't drive. Any suggestions?” 
 
    Camber knelt down and looked at the axle. He hummed as he examined it and turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “So, it is definitely stuck,” he confirmed, “But I might know how to fix it.” He scanned the area for a moment, obviously looking for something, “There!” He pointed to a rock and walked over to it.  
 
    “Hey!” Ema’as shouted as she ran over to him, “Stop! That’s not how this works! I will do it.” She bent down and picked up the rock, glaring at her slave as she did so. “I am not about to be bludgeoned to death by my food.”  
 
    “Right,” Camber sighed, “So basically you just need to stick the rock under the tire really tight, and the hope is that the tire will catch the rock just enough so that the truck moves forward. We only need to move it a bit.” 
 
    “You do it,” Ema’as shook her head. “I am not turning my back to you.” 
 
    “But what about me bludgeoning you to death with a rock?” Camber asked, confused. 
 
    “Nope,” She stepped back, holding tight onto the rope, “You won’t, I will see you coming. Get it done.” She moved back a couple more steps as Camber rolled his eyes and knelt down. He toiled for a moment, jamming the rock underneath the wheel. The slave was careful not to damage the tire as he worked. Once he got the stone firmly in place, he began digging the dirt around him, packing the soil around the rock. He made sure that the ground was smooth and level and finally after nearly a few minutes, stood and nodded to Ema’as. 
 
    “I think that should do it,” He was sweating profusely and unbuttoned what was left of his ripped shirt. Ema’as watched closely as he tossed the shirt aside, revealing his well-toned and horribly scarred body. She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to the side, thinking the life she was finding herself living might not be so bad after all.  
 
    Camber tossed his helmet on the ground as well, revealing his Faire ears and short lavender colored hair. His eyes were the same color as his hair and the stubble on his face was white. He had scars all over the left side of his face, but she thought that made him look sexier, more dangerous. She smirked at her lucky find and cleared her throat as she walked toward him. 
 
    “Okay so, get in the truck,” She ushered him toward the driver’s side door, “Give me the keys.” 
 
    “How am I going to start it without the keys?” Camber groaned. 
 
    “Just do what I say, slave,” She commanded, “I don’t need you driving away without me.” 
 
    “Fine,” Camber put the keys into her hand, and she quickly let go of the rope and ran around to the passenger side of the truck. She jumped in, grabbed Camber’s rope again and pulled it inside the truck from his open door. 
 
    “Okay,” She adjusted her tarp and nodded at him to start the truck. She gave him the keys once again, and after he stuck them into the ignition, he turned them and the vehicle roared to life. He shut his door, and she closed hers, and she looked over him with anticipation. 
 
    “Oh I hope this works,” She groaned, as she watched him press on the gas. Almost instantly, the truck found traction and moved forward. Ema’as jumped up and down in her seat, rustling her tarp as she did so. Camber could not help but laugh as he pushed the accelerator and drove forward. 
 
    “You know you surprisingly aren’t as scary as you should be,” Camber noted as he directed the vehicle West, per Ema’as pointing, “When you’re not ripping my flesh off of me… you’re actually kind of bearable.” 
 
    “Watch it,” She growled as she wrinkled up her forehead and squinted her eyes at him, “Don’t get comfortable. I may have a likable personality, but we aren’t friends just yet. Just drive.”  
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Camber replied. He looked down at the gas gauge and whistled.  
 
    “You know, it looks like we still have a half tank left,” He observed, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “North Barus,” she told him, “I have no idea how far it is, so just keep driving northish westy.” 
 
    “Northish westy?” Camber could not help but laugh. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “What?” Ema’as asked, confused by his laughing. She smiled and started laughing herself. “What?” 
 
    “Just… northwest is a word. Northish westy… isn’t” He blurted out a laugh again and she joined him.  
 
    “Okay so I am not a complete genius,” she said sarcastically, “You knew what I meant though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I got it,” Camber shook his head, “It was just funny.” They sat in silence for nearly an hour after that. Camber had found it easy to trust Ema’as. He had discovered that she was right; she was not all bad after all. She was funny, kind of ditsy and cute. In his mind, he knew it was best that they got along if he was going to be her slave. 
 
    The filleting and consumption of his flesh, of course, had been traumatizing to him. He found it strange that he was so quickly able to be comfortable with Ema'as even after he watched her rip into him. He wondered if it was some kind of Vampre magic, some kind of spell she had him under. He had heard of High Vampre controlling other people’s thoughts and wondered if she was somehow doing that.  
 
    “So, were you always a marauder?” She finally broke the silence and asked, “I mean, were you born into it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Camber replied, “Though I never knew my parents. They and my original tribe were wiped out when I was a baby. Somehow I didn’t get eaten and was raised by the tribe that conquered mine… it was Heklaar’s tribe.” 
 
    “Heklaar huh?” Ema’as rolled her eyes and groaned at the thought of the Gaian judge, “I really hate that guy.” 
 
    “Well he’s dead now so, I guess that's good news to you.”  
 
    “Dead?” Ema’as repeated, “How did that happen?” 
 
    “Eon has these things… they were monsters really. They are called Maas’Eon. Someone told me that it means Children of Eon in Ancient Vampre.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Ema’as replied, “So these Maas’Eon killed Heklaar?” 
 
    “Yeah. Eon wanted to see how strong they were so he sent Heklaar to fight them. Heklaar killed one and then Eon thought it was unfair, so he had Heklaar take off his armor. Heklaar didn’t last nearly as long and was chopped up by three of them.” 
 
    “Damn,” Ema’as snickered, “What an idiot, Heklaar was his strongest, most loyal Judge. I didn’t get that guy… Eon. He was pretty absorbed with himself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber chuckled, “And the Demon. Man, I bet those two are going to suck each other’s dicks hard when they find each other.” Ema’as burst out laughing and leaned back in her seat. 
 
    “Yeah, I can hear it now!” She giggled as she began to impersonate Eon, “I am that I am, cum onto me that I may be glazed with your essence of purity…” She began laughing hysterically, and Camber rolled his eyes and laughed with her. 
 
    “Good impression,” He snickered, “Yeah that guy was weird. I am kind of glad that I am not with him anymore.” 
 
    “Me too,” Ema’as snorted, “He made me this way you know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber replied, “I watched it happen. That sucks.”  
 
    “You have no idea,” Ema’as felt her mouth start to go dry, and her muscles began to feel sore. She looked over at Camber and sighed. 
 
    “Camber…” She groaned, “Camber I need to eat before I start getting angry.” He pushed on the brakes and pulled over. As he shifted the vehicle into park, he looked over at Ema’as and sighed. 
 
    “Just… make it quick,” He closed his eyes and held out his arm, “Try not to overeat I guess.”  
 
    Ema’as pursed her lips together and grabbed his arm. She opened her mouth and her fangs extended outward. Camber turned his head and she sunk them into his forearm. 
 
    “Okay, don’t bite, just suck!” He desperately instructed her, “See if the blood will satisfy you, not the flesh.” Ema’as grinned and clamped down on his wrist in defiance. He yelped and jerked away, and Ema’as raised her eyebrows in a ‘fuck you I’m the boss’ kind of way. Camber took the hint and shut his mouth. 
 
    Warm blood seeped into her mouth and down her throat. As she drank, she felt her muscles loosen and her head clear. She began to moan as she swallowed more and more of Camber’s blood and finally, she pulled away and wiped her mouth. 
 
    “I am satisfied,” She smiled, happy to find that that was all it took, “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I am fine,” Camber replied, “That was bearable.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She asked, licking the flavor from her lips. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the euphoria that the blood gave her. She breathed softly, gently moaning every time she exhaled. 
 
    Her whole body felt good, relaxed, comfortable. She laid her head on Camber’s shoulder and placed her hand on his lap. 
 
    “Thank you, Camber,” She kissed him on his neck and searched for the edge of his pants with her fingers, “I think I am ready.”  
 
    Camber turned toward her and looked into her eyes. The mutual sharing of blood had put them both in a highly erotic mood, as was the norm. She smiled, and they leaned closer and touched their lips together. Slowly they kissed, and Camber groaned as Ema’as caressed his body. 
 
    “I think I am ready too,” Camber laughed as he pushed her back onto the seat. Ema’as covered both of them with her tarp and bit her lip as she felt Camber’s body on top of hers. 
 
    “I think we are going to get along fine,” She whispered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Rubaan VIII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Rubaan slouched in a chair across from his wife at his mother’s dinner table. His eyes were cast down toward the wood, but he could feel Amaria’s gaze burning through him. She had every right to be angry; he had, after all, left her and Roc without warning.  
 
    He wished she would try to understand his side of things. He wanted her to just… be on his team. He needed her support; he wanted her love and knew that it if he were able to feel it, it would validate his insecurities as a clone. Rubaan felt like everything he did was scrutinized by her, like he was on trial for every decision that was made both good and bad, like no matter what he did it had to be approved by her. He stared down at the table and sighed. He was, of course, being dramatic - she wasn’t really like that all the time. 
 
    “I just need to understand,” she spoke slowly and patiently, but with clear anger. “I need to understand what made you think it was okay to just abandon us the way you did.” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you!” Rubaan argued as he snapped his head up. His gaze was met with an icy cold stare, and he sighed as he ran his fingers through his hair, “Amaria you are in danger with me around. I had to get away from you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Rubaan, what are you talking about?” She rolled her eyes and looked up toward the ceiling, “You are the most harmless person I know; you would never hurt Roc or me. How am I in any danger?” 
 
    “Hey wait, I’m not entirely harmless,” He objected. Not in danger of me…” Rubaan groaned as he buried his face in his hands. He sighed, for he knew that the road he was on with her had come to an end. He could hide no more; he had to reveal the truth. He realized it was his own fault that the two had butted heads, that he needed to change for them to get out of the funk they were in.  
 
    "I have been hiding the truth from you," He croaked, not looking up at her. She stared at him with cold eyes. 
 
    "No shit." She smirked, burning a hole through him with her gaze. 
 
    "Something happened to me about ten days ago," Rubaan explained in an ashamed tone, "You won't believe me, but I just need you to listen..." Rubaan recanted the story of Eon from beginning to end. He told Amaria of the possession, the cloning of his body, and of Dauid and the encounter with his original body outside of the mines. 
 
    When Rubaan finished his story, Amaria could do nothing but stare at him. She did not make a sound or an expression for a moment. Eventually, however, she sighed and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    "You have lost your mind, my love," She lamented as she recanted the outrageous story in her mind, “That or you are lying to me to cover something else up." She took a drink from the cup of water in front of her and let out a groan. 
 
    "I wish it were so," Rubaan whispered, once again looking at the table in front of him, "But it's all real. None of it is made up. I wish I truly were insane." 
 
    Amaria sneered, her shoulders bobbed up and down as she did so. She slid her chair back and stood, turning away from her husband. As she did, Rubaan's mother entered the room. 
 
    "Listen here," She snarled as she approached her son's Vampress wife. She extended a long-nailed finger and nearly jabbed it into Amaria's chest. 
 
    "My son does not need judgment right now," she growled as she invaded Amaria's space, "What Rubaan is telling you is... it is true. We have confirmed it. He is not lying to you." Amaria stared at Ladia intensely for a moment and tutted. She bit her lower lip and glared at Ladia.  
 
    "Who better to identify a lie than you?" She asked, bearing her pearly white teeth in a wicked smile, "Tell me, how much longer do you plan on keeping your... special little lie from him?" 
 
    "That’s... enough..." Ladia stepped back, burning with shock and anger, "How do you..."  
 
    Amaria tapped her head with a finger and raised her eyebrows. The Vampress knew she had gone too far, that her anger had taken her more steps than she wanted to go, but at that point, she could not turn back. 
 
    "Some of my High Vampre Abilities linger," She explained, "From time to time, I can hear the thoughts of the true-blooded. I heard your thoughts earlier today. I know your deepest secret, the one you have protected Rubaan and his brother from for so long." She stepped forward, and Ladia reeled back, her hand closing into a fist as she did so. 
 
    "Stop it," Ladia hissed, looking over at her son and then back to her daughter in law, "Stop it now, it is not your place." 
 
    "And this is not your place," Amaria growled, "Stay out of my marriage, and I will keep your secrets to myself."  
 
    Rubaan looked back and forth from his mother to his wife. He cringed as he listened to the whole exchange. His mother had always been protective of her children, perhaps overbearing at times. He knew she couldn't help it. Fyres blood was quick to ignite, and when it did, reason was rarely able to put the flames out. Amaria, however, had somehow quelled his mother.  
 
    "Enough, both of you!" Commander Crinnan declared as he suddenly entered the kitchen. He had heard the shouting from another room and had hurried to diffuse the situation. 
 
    "Amaria, you are right, we have no business in your affairs," He glared at Ladia, giving her a look that suggested that he too knew of his wife's secrets, "And you have no business in my wife's. Please, we are a family. Let us sit and find level ground together." Commander Crinnan pulled a chair from the table for his wife and held his hand out, beckoning her to sit. She looked around nervously and eased herself down, Amaria followed suit. Crinnan walked to the opposite side of the table and sat across from his wife, smiling at her as he did so. 
 
    "It is true," Commander Crinnan looked to his left at Amaria, "Everything Rubaan told you. We confirmed and cross-checked it all with Commander Xian earlier today; this is not something that Rubaan could have just... made up. Something has happened to the man that we love, and we need to do our best to support him." 
 
    "How..." Amaria asked, visibly frustrated, "It seems so farfetched, so unrealistic. How could Rubaan be..." 
 
    "A clone?" Crinnan raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips together, "Amaria, I am as... stricken with all this as you are. I now have triplet sons instead of twins. One returned from the dead and is lost in the Belhaasi Weald, one is possessed by a chaotic entity and currently pursuing the one lost in the Belhaasi Weald, and the third is here sitting with us because I would not permit him to leave. I did this for you, Amaria, for you and my grandson." 
 
    Amaria looked over at Rubaan and tried to rub the stress out of her forehead. Finally, she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    "Rubaan..." She sighed, not opening her eyes, "If this is all true then... then the man I married is in the Belhaasi Weald." Rubaan felt his heart drop into his stomach.  
 
    "It's... It's so..." She groaned and stood up, "You're not the Rubaan I married. You're a different body, a copy. I know you have his feelings and memories, but you're... a different person. You were pulled out of thin air!" She turned around and began to weep. Rubaan started to stand, but Ladia reached out and grabbed his arm, shaking her head as she did so. 
 
    "I did not make my vows to you," Amaria sobbed, looking at Rubaan, "It... it is not fair to him for me to..." 
 
    "I understand," Rubaan gently croaked. He locked his eyes onto Amaria's, and he slowly nodded. He quickly found that he couldn’t control himself, his face contorted and tears began to fall from his eyes. In a way, she was right. She did marry the original Rubaan, and he was just a copy of that person even though he remembered their wedding day perfectly. He closed his eyes and lowered his head into his hands, and his mother scooted closer and placed her hand on his back. 
 
    "We have all found ourselves in difficult situations," Commander Crinnan announced, "But we must remember we are family. Be it by blood or by love, we are all bound together. While we all must sort through our emotions and come to terms with them, none of us can forget that we all are on the same side... This is house Jamiso; together we stand strong." 
 
    Amaria howled and keeled over, vomiting as she did so. Rubaan again tried to stand but his mother's grip on his arm grew tighter, and she shook her head. Instead, Commander Crinnan stood and walked to Amaria's side. 
 
    "Come," He urged her, placing his hand on her back, "You need to lie down, you need to..." 
 
    Amaria spun and held a finger up at Crinnan. He jumped back with hands raised, showing he meant no harm. Amaria hissed, and fangs burst from her gums. Rubaan then realized that the vomit was a dark red, it was blood... 
 
    "Easy Amaria," Crinnan urged her, "Please, we..." 
 
    "Just stop..." She shook her head and grabbed hold of the back of the chair, trying to balance herself. She bent over, and Rubaan shrugged off his mother's grip and stood.  
 
    "What is this?" He demanded as he approached her, "The fangs, the blood..." 
 
    "All mortal life ends," She groaned, looking up at him with red eyes, "You... the other you gave me mortal life again but... recently it has faded. The Thirst has returned, I am reverting to how I was when you... when he met me." She coughed, splashing blood onto the table. Rubaan reached out and touched her, but she reeled back. 
 
    "Please stop," She begged as she wept bitterly. Tears of blood streamed down her face, and she looked at everyone with a horrified expression, "I just… I need to be left alone... just for tonight. Please just leave me alone." 
 
    Commander Crinnan stepped forward and held his hands out, "Amaria we love you." He assured her with a comforting tone, "Go rest. We will leave for Base 21 later. You will all be safe there." 
 
    Amaria nodded her head and turned around to leave the room they were in. As she approached the door frame, she turned around and frowned once more at Rubaan. 
 
    "I am sorry," She choked, "Truly." At that, she hurried up the stairs and left the others behind. 
 
    “Son," Commander Crinnan immediately turned toward Rubaan, shaking his head as he did so, "I know this is hard for you, but considering the circumstances, I think it would be best for you to consider the worst... with Amaria I mean." 
 
    Rubaan cringed and began to choke at the idea of being away from his wife. He had spent the last two years of his life with her. At least it felt that way to him. In reality, he was actually only ten days old, but he had all the memories of his "real" twenty-three-year-old self. 
 
    "Why must it be this way?" Rubaan asked between sobs, begging his father for answers, "What about Roc? What do I do about my son?" Commander Crinnan bit his lip and shook his head. 
 
    "Son I... I don't know right now," He looked tenderly at the boy with no idea how to empathize with him. Ladia walked up and buried him in a hug, which only caused him to cry harder. 
 
    "It hurts mom," He wailed, burying his head into her shoulder. He sniffled and wiped the snot from his nose, groaning from the pain, "I have lost everything! Everything I worked for because of that... stupid fucking Eon." 
 
    "I know," Ladia hushed him as she gently rubbed the back of his head like she did when he was a child. She looked over to her husband, and he gave her a sympathetic look.  
 
    "Son, you should get some rest. We will travel to Base 21. There you can work and get your mind off things and soon your brother will be home," Commander Crinnan walked over and gently pulled Ladia back. He squared Rubaan in front of him and placed a hand on each of his shoulders. 
 
    "I am very proud of you my boy," His eyes burned into Rubaan with sincerity. Rubaan nodded and wiped his tears away, "Never, ever forget that. You bring me joy son, I would do anything for you." Rubaan lunged forward and hugged his father. His embrace was returned, and the two stood silently for a moment. 
 
    "Go get some sleep kid. Leave Amaria with her thoughts, she needs to process all this as well," Rubaan nodded and turned away from his father, heading toward the couch in the living room. 
 
    When he was gone, Crinnan turned toward his wife and shook his head. She walked over and hugged him, and the two sat at the table. For a moment the two sat in silence, but then Ladia spoke. 
 
    "Are you angry?" She asked, "About what Amaria brought up?" 
 
    "No," Commander Crinnan replied quickly and sternly. "I forgave you a long time ago, and I try not to think about it. Though, after our talk with Xian and now Amaria, I fear the truth will be revealed soon.' 
 
    Ladia said nothing in response. Instead, she reached her hand out and grabbed her husband's. He looked up at her and smiled warmly, yet she did not return the expression. He saw fit to leave her alone with her thoughts, and the two remained silent for the rest of the night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "I know you are here," Amaria groaned as she rested her back against the door to her and Roc's     bedroom, "I can feel you again."  
 
    What felt to her like a gust of wind gently passed through the dark room and came to a stop at the foot of Roc's crib. Amaria blinked, and suddenly a person with blonde slicked back hair, and a fitted white suit stood next to her child. 
 
    "You have been busy," The being, a High Vampre hissed between smiling lips. Amaria quickly got to her feet, careful not to make a noise and stepped toward the High Vampre. 
 
    "Get away from there," She ordered in a whispery shout as she reached for him, "Get away from my son!" 
 
    "Oh, do not fret," His voice was smooth like cream, ageless and beautiful just as he was, "You should know not to fear. Despite your treachery, I harbor no ill will toward you." He looked at the sleeping baby and ran a pale finger along the edge of the white crib. He reached one of his long-nailed hands out and gently caressed Roc's cheek. 
 
    "A beautiful child," He gushed as he turned to face Amaria, "Who would have ever dreamt that you would bring another into this world." 
 
    "Enough, Daanel!" Amaria ordered, "Leave this place. You are not welcome here!" 
 
    Daanel took a few steps toward Amaria and smiled, showing off his obscenely white fangs as he did so. Amaria did not move, she held her ground and glared at the High Vampre even as got closer. 
 
    "You have awakened, mother," Daanel whispered, tearing into her heart with his eyes, "You cannot deny this. You feel the thirst again; you crave the blood... just as you did when I first turned you." 
 
    "Fuck yourself!" Amaria snarled, finally taking a step back, "You had no right." 
 
    "I elevated you. Just as you gave birth to me, so did I to you. Mother, I gave you life once again. When you were but an old dying common Vampress, I rejuvenated you so that you may live forever!" 
 
    "You cursed me," Amaria snapped back, "Everyone must die, it was my turn, and you took that from me!" 
 
    Daanel stood for a moment in silence and then looked at the watch on his wrist. He quickly sighed and phased forward so that he was only inches from his mother. 
 
    "I am a busy person, mother," He said as he stroked her hair, "Our time together, this eternity we have forged with each other is only beginning. You will need me soon, all you need do is beckon, and I will come to you. I am, after all, your sworn protector." 
 
    "Go away Daanel," Amaria was afraid and fought the feelings of love she had for her first son. Though she felt he had wronged her, that he had forced the thirst on her, she could not deny her primal instincts as a mother, "Go be with the others." 
 
    Daanel smiled and looked down at his baby half-brother one more time, "He is beautiful, mother. Remember me too." At that, he was gone. 
 
    When she had been left alone again, Amaria clenched her fist and slammed it into the wall behind her. She lost her strength and fell to her knees, weeping bitterly as she did so.  
 
    Her days as a mortal had finished, the thirst and her past had returned, and she had once again been elevated to a High Vampress. She ran her tongue against the points of the fangs in her mouth, whining as she did so, and placed her forehead against the wooden floor beneath her.  
 
    "Roc," She quietly sobbed, not bothering to look up at the boy, “Roc I am sorry."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Crinnan XX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    03:00 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The storm was coming...  
 
    The rain fell harder and faster; lightning danced through the cloudy sky and occasionally illuminated their path. The mud splashed beneath their feet as their tired legs carried their aching bodies as fast as they could toward their destination. The day had been long, and from what they had experienced thus far, it seemed the night was only going to be longer. 
 
    All the running and fighting they had needed to endure was leading them all to the point of exhaustion. They wished the night could be over; they just wanted to live to see the Brothers rise the next morning. To have an opportunity to continue their lives. 
 
    They were fearful of what was pursuing them. Crinnan thought back to the danger that was moving toward them. He had seen them at Pado; he had fought one of them after their encounter with the Reapers. He thought of the Govians and of Eon’s army and feared that the night had only just begun. 
 
    Crinnan ran only a few paces behind Freyja. He kept a watchful eye on the boy to make sure that he stayed out of danger. The Lycaani child was covered from head to toe in the blood of the Reaper that he had viciously decapitated only moments before. Crinnan was mildly bothered by the sight, the idea that someone as young as Freyja had to live the way he did wasn’t right. The child had endured so much in his short life, and all his pain had finally exploded into the violent slaying of the Reaper. He wouldn’t have freely admitted it, but he wanted better for the boy. 
 
    The snarls of the Thirst-stricken Vampre played again in Crinnan’s mind, and he pondered over the mysterious voice that had beckoned the Black Knight to join him. He thought about Eon's words, how he had spoken about being together in the Hells and what that meant if it were so. By that point, Crinnan had realized that what everyone was saying was probably true. Why couldn't he remember any of it though, what had really happened to him? 
 
    With the death of Sage, he felt like he had lost his opportunity to find answers. Something told him that the Elf had known much more than he admitted to, that he could have explained everything if he still lived. Crinnan sighed at the very thought of him.  
 
    To say that he mourned the death of Sage Lynx would be a bit of an overstatement. He had, after all, only known him for a day… as far as he knew. Perhaps it was more a pinch of sadness mixed with a heaping spoonful of confusion. Sage had not only brought Crinnan back to life, as strange as that sounded but also died protecting him. What compelled him to do either of those things? 
 
    He felt a wave of depression come over him. It was like something was missing, something significant that seemed so close to being realized yet when he felt like he was about to grasp it, it slithered away. He wondered if Eon held the answers to the questions in his mind if the time he spent in the Hells was the key to the strange emptiness he felt inside him... 
 
    A rustle in the brush to his right snapped Crinnan away from his thoughts. In the darkness, he could not see what was making the noise; he could only hear the sound that was made. He heard breathing: wheezy, animalistic breathing that may as well have been a growl. Crinnan stopped, spun his sword in anticipation, and reached for his pistol. Whatever was waiting in the bushes, Crinnan knew it had to do with Eon. 
 
    “Come out, fucker,” Crinnan beckoned as he readied his blade. He pulled back on the hammer on his revolver, and as he stood on guard, he pointed the gun at the brush. For a moment, nothing happened. Crinnan felt compelled to step closer but could not give up his defensive stance. He stared into the darkness and waited. 
 
    “Come out,” He whispered again as he squeezed the leather wrapped handle of his sword and held his revolver at the ready, “Let’s get this over with.” His companions hadn’t noticed he wasn’t with them and were long gone by then; he was left alone in the rain with whatever was growling at him from the bushes. He felt his hand begin to tingle and the sword he held glowed with a blue pulsing electric light. Crinnan, only barely moving his head, glanced over at the electrified blade and took a deep breath. 
 
    With a high-pitched battle cry, a strange and terrifying beast charged from the brush, swiping wildly at Crinnan with his sword arms. Crinnan saw the nightmarish creature in the light that was cast from his blade and fired his revolver as he stepped backward. Crinnan had never seen anything like it; the very image of the grotesque monster was enough to make him wish he had kept running. 
 
    Crinnan fired again, noting that the first bullet had only barely slowed the Maas’Eon down. His second shot made contact square in its chest, but it kept moving. Crinnan couldn’t believe it; bullets didn’t slow the Maas’Eon down. It was as if the beast were impervious to pain for, despite its wounds, it kept coming. Crinnan had no other choice. He abandoned his revolver and braced himself for the attack holding his sword tight with two hands. 
 
    “Shit!” Crinnan shouted as two serrated blades bore down on his own. The Maas’Eon hissed and spat as it tried to rip into Crinnan. It reeled back to attack again, and Crinnan leaped out of the way. The arm blades swiped through the air where Crinnan had stood, and before he knew it, another Maas’Eon leaped from the woods, ramming its scaled shoulder into Crinnan’s side and knocking the wind out of him. 
 
    Crinnan gasped and staggered out of the way. He was not wounded, and he knew it, but for the moment he could not breathe. He needed to fight though; he needed to win. With that in mind, he abandoned the idea of breathing and spun out of the way of the first Maas’Eon, finding himself behind the beast. He drove his sword through the back of the monster’s neck, severing its spine, and pulled it out in time for him to dart out of the way of the second. 
 
    The remaining beast clamored over the body of the first, and Crinnan did his best to avoid the threat. It adapted, however, and made a ninety-degree turn, lunging with his right sword arm. The blade ripped through Crinnan’s right side, causing him to wail with pain, but he knew he was only grazed. He pulled his second revolver from its holster, and while the Maas’Eon had its back to him, Crinnan planted his sword between its shoulder blades and fired three consecutive shots through the back of its head. The Maas’Eon fell forward and crashed to the ground, dead.  
 
    “By the brothers…” he gasped as he holstered his revolver and checked the wound on his side. He had been right; it was nothing more than a deep scratch, nothing lasting. He panted a bit, and as he caught his breath, Cade and Flox appeared, both with their rifles raised. 
 
    “What happened?” Flox asked as he looked down at the dead Maas’Eon, “What are those?” 
 
    “I saw one of those earlier…” Cade replied, pointing to the one Crinnan had nearly decapitated. “One attacked me outside of Pado. I got lucky, his swords got stuck in a tree trunk, and he was immobilized. Easy kill.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Crinnan grumbled as he knelt to retrieve the revolver he had dropped, “These fuckers are tough.” 
 
    “You killed them,” Flox nodded, “So I am not worried about there being more of them.” 
 
    “They are fast,” Crinnan noted. Cade nodded in agreement, “Bran would probably have trouble with more than one of them at close range, any Gaian might…” 
 
    “Let us get to the rest of the squad,” Flox stepped forward and motioned in the direction that they had come from, “I feel that we will have a better chance of surviving the night together with more firepower.” 
 
    “Right…” Crinnan looked down at the Maas’Eon once more and then nodded, “Lead the way.” 
 
    The trio took off in the direction that Cade and Flox had come from. The area they were in was horribly overgrown; it did not even resemble a city anymore. Garb pushed through the thick brush in front of him, and as he emerged on the other side of it all, they finally saw Racon Tower. They hurried forward toward the building and Crinnan came to a stop as he saw a Govian HAPT and a group of people standing on the ground next to it. For a moment he readied his sword to fight again, but after he realized who he was looking at, he finally for the first time that night felt comfortable relaxing his sword arm.  
 
    “There he is!” Elia squealed as she frantically squeezed Alec’s arm and jumped up and down in place. She let go and sprinted toward Crinnan; gently crying as she crashed into him. Crinnan grunted from the impact but quickly closed his aching arms around her and held her tight. 
 
    “You are alive!” She cried as she buried her nose into his neck, “By the Brothers you are fucking alive!” Crinnan ran his hand through Elia’s thick brown hair and rested his chin atop her head.  
 
    “I am,” He whispered, feeling a bit overwhelmed with emotion. He would not allow himself to cry, not after everything he went through that day. Instead, he kissed the top of Elia’s head, and she stepped aside revealing one of the few people he would ever call his brother.  
 
    Alec Flinn did not share any family or blood with Crinnan Jamiso, yet the two were more connected than Crinnan ever had been with anyone else. Alec was merely, yet ever so importantly, the only person Crinnan had ever truly trusted. He was his battle buddy, his friend, and most of all his brother. 
 
    “You stupid son of a bitch,” Alec choked as rainwater dripped from every inch of his body. The two collided with a force that should have knocked each of them over. Alec’s soaked beard scratched against Crinnan’s neck, and the two embraced harder than they had ever embraced anyone before. Crinnan dug his fingers into Alec’s back as they hugged and let out a sigh. He could hear the Humaan gently sniffle and when they let go and stepped back, Crinnan watched him wipe something away from his cheek, just under his visor. They looked at each other, and Alec shook his head and laughed.  
 
    “You’re alive!” He reached out and slapped Crinnan’s arm, hard, “Crinnan, you’re fucking alive!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan nodded his head. He did not know exactly what words to say or how to effectively communicate how happy he was to see them. He knew that no matter how relieved he was to see them, that they were feeling an even more immense level of joy. His brain was still telling him that it had only been one day since they had last seen each other whereas theirs were saying that they had been without him for ninety days.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Alec asked, firmly grabbing each of his shoulders. Crinnan snickered and looked back at Cade, Garb, and Freyja for a moment and then back to Alec. He briefly thought of Sage and Nora and Guntz; he saw the faces of Minister Xydos of Pado and Jethro the innkeeper and realized they were most likely dead. He recalled for a moment the sound of Eon’s voice and of Eshan’s and of all the many voices he had silenced that day. He stared directly into the visor over Alec’s blind eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “We must go,” Crinnan declared as the feeling of urgency returning to him, “We must leave before they arrive.” 
 
    “Who?” Elia asked, stepping up beside Alec, “Are you running from someone?” 
 
    “We are,” Crinnan replied with a nod, “It seems that everyone is after me.” He thought of how to explain his encounter with Eon to them but could not seem to find words that made sense.  
 
    “I have been fighting all day,” He explained, “Govians, monsters… Eon… There is a large group of unfriendlies that will be on top of us soon. We need to leave.”  
 
    Matalo and Dierlok both walked up behind Alec and gave Crinnan a nod, “Glad to see our time wasn’t completely wasted,” Matalo smirked, “Hopefully you can make Kelso’s death worth it.”  
 
    “Kelso died?” Crinnan asked as he looked over at his friend. Alec somberly nodded his head in response and looked away. 
 
    “He did…” Alec sighed. Kelso’s death was obviously weighing on his mind, so Crinnan decided not to ask any more about it. Instead, he walked forward toward the HAPT.  
 
    “Is this what we will use to get out of here?” Crinnan asked, looking at the vehicle. “It looks a little rough.” 
 
    “Watch it!” An old robotic-handed Humaan wearing a visor like Alec’s snapped, “Without this vehicle, we’d have never gotten here!” Crinnan stared at the old man for a moment and looked to Alec. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s...” He looked back and forth between the two Humaans. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Alec replied with a faint smile, “My grandfather.” Dauid nodded his head and adjusted his breathing mask. 
 
    “Your brother says hi,” Dauid waved as he popped a cigarette in his mouth. “Ol’ Rubaan, that is.” 
 
    “My brother…” Crinnan thought of his twin. The last time he had seen him was shortly after his nephew had been born. At the time, Crinnan could not remember the child’s name, but it was not important. Dauid and Crinnan clasped hands, and then he turned back toward Alec. 
 
    “The HAPT will not be taking us anywhere else Crinnan,” Alec informed him with a defeated sounding tone, “We were only able to get enough fuel in it to get here. It is nearly dry now. We are going to have to trek it.”  
 
    That was not what Crinnan wanted to hear. He felt a wave of panic spread over him and looked nervously back at the tree line. He knew that Eon’s group had to be getting close to finding them by then considering all the time they had wasted with the Govians.  
 
    “Well shit, we need to go now!” Crinnan shouted, nearly panicked as he waved for everyone to follow him, “We need to get out of here!” He heard some rustling in the bushes, and his sword began to spark. 
 
    “What is that?” Elia asked, noticing the electricity emitting from Crinnan’s body. Everyone watched, and he shook his head. 
 
    “No time to explain, they will be here any minute!” As if by command, a figure tumbled through the brush and crashed face first into the ground next to Cade. Cade jumped back and aimed his rifle at her, but lifted it once he saw who it was. 
 
    “Inside,” Nora said weakly as she panted heavily. She grabbed her bloody stomach with one hand, and pushed herself up with the others, “We all need to get inside! They are almost here!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Sarasin XII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    19:00 - Village of Empyr 
 
      
 
    The Black Knight HAPT touched down just outside the village of Empyr and Pancho heaved himself up and slid the hatch open. Sarasin stepped out first and shielded her eyes from the Brothers light with her bound hands. Gerard followed close behind, and Pancho slammed the hatch shut as he joined them. 
 
    “Welcome to Empyr,” He grinned, once again showing his sharp teeth, “We pretty much run this town so just stick with me and you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Why have we stopped here?” Sarasin lowered her hands and turned her head toward Pancho. “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Picking up a truck,” Pancho replied, “Rendezvousing with another Black Knight, heading to Base 21.” 
 
    “A truck?” Sarasin repeated with a confused tone, “What do we need a truck for?” 
 
    “This HAPT stays here,” Pancho told her, “We don’t keep it at the base with the others. If anyone somehow put a tracker or something on it while we are out, it’ll take them to Empyr and not us.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate for the people of Empyr,” Sarasin commented. 
 
    “We have people here to protect them,” Pancho rolled his eyes and gently pushed her forward. Gerard’s eyes opened wide at the contact, but Sarasin shook her head at him. 
 
    “What will happen to us at the base?” Sarasin continued. 
 
    “You’ll probably go to a cell for a while,” Pancho shrugged, “I don’t really know, that is above my paygrade. They just sent me to fetch you… that's what us dogs are good for, right?” Sarasin did not answer him, only looked around at the town. There was not much to it; it was mostly a train station and a handful of houses. A general store sat next to the train station and parked in front of the store was an old green Billings 4x4 with a lifted suspension and off-road tires. Sarasin looked at Pancho, and he pointed at the truck. 
 
    “Well get moving, not much longer to the base,” He popped a toothpick in his mouth, “Suns will be going down soon. We want to get home in time for dinner.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Sarasin groaned, “I bet your bread and water is to die for.” Pancho grinned widely and let out a small laugh. 
 
    “Funny lady. No doubt you are Crinnan’s sister with that glowing personality. Let’s get to the truck.” He led Sarasin and Gerard to the vehicle and opened the back door for them.  
 
    “Get in,” Pancho ordered. He helped Gerard into the back and shut the door behind him. He hopped into the front seat and turned to look at the prisoners, “Comfy?” 
 
    “As best as can be expected,” Sarasin sighed as she looked down at the seat next to her and saw little Sarasin sitting there looking up at her. The girl had been absent for quite some time; Sarasin was beginning to think she wasn’t going to see her again.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Little Sarasin comforted, “They won’t hurt you.” Sarasin chuckled and looked out the window. 
 
    “Whatever,” She whispered after an eye roll.  
 
    “Lady and gentleman, your driver today is none other than Sergeant Kavin Preast of Century Squad.” Pancho leaned over and punched Kavin in the shoulder. Kavin turned around and grinned a wide yellow-toothed smile at the two Govians. 
 
    “Pleased to meet ya!” He declared. Kavin was a muscular Humaan who looked to be in his late forties. He had thick salt and pepper hair and a receding hairline, but his most notable feature was the giant brown mustache growing above his lip, “I hear you folks got yourselves into a bit of trouble!” 
 
    “To put it lightly, Sergeant, yes,” Sarasin confirmed, not moving her eyes from her window.  
 
    “Well don’t you fret little lady. You got yourself a rocky past but you found the light, and you took some Govians with you on your way there. I’m sure Commander Xian will go easy on you when he gets back.” 
 
    “Commander Xian,” Sarasin sighed, “To think, yesterday I could have held the world in my hands.” 
 
    “Life’s funny like that, ain’t it?” Kavin turned around and started the truck, “One day at a time, friends.” He threw the truck in reverse and pulled out of the train station, “You ever been to Base 21?” 
 
    “My parents brought me when I was a child,” Sarasin recalled, “I met commander Xian and Lord Card.” At the mention of their names, Kavin glanced over at Pancho and Pancho shook his head.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re… good people. Good leaders, your parents are too.”  
 
    “The best kind,” Sarasin sighed. Kavin took the truck off road and started driving toward the mountains. 
 
    “The trip’s gonna be a bit bumpy. I’d apologize but it ain’t my fault. Best get used to the ride…” 
 
    Kavin drove over the green grassy ground that made up the landscape of the Calduur mountains in North Canrom. Sarasin could tell that at one point there had been a road there, perhaps in the Ancient times, but it was nothing but a crumbled mess at that point. The truck jerked and bumped as Kavin drove and she had trouble not falling over. Gerard scooted over and allowed her to use his body for support. She smiled up at him and nodded her head, “Thank you.” She whispered warmly. 
 
    “I am all that is left,” Gerard finally spoke. He looked down at the person he was sworn to protect with a saddened expression. The Gaian was, of course, mourning the loss of Eryc, a soldier whom he had spent most of his life fighting alongside. The two had been as close as brothers, and the fact that he would never see him again weighed heavily on his mind, “Sarasin, I will always be at your side. Until they kill me that is.” 
 
    “I will make sure they do not,” Sarasin gently laid her head on Gerard’s massive bicep, “You are all I have left my friend. I will protect you just as you will protect me.” Gerard went silent again and looked out his window. In spite of the bumpy ride, Sarasin was very tired. She decided to let her eyes close, thought that perhaps it would be best to sleep for she did not know what the day would bring. It did not take long before she found herself asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is this a dream?” Sarasin sat at a table in a wall-less, floorless room. Across from her sat Korros, Little Sarasin and Eliss. Korros had his hands folded on the table and smiled as Sarasin appeared. 
 
    “It is, child,” He purred with his confident tone, “But that does not make it any less real.”  
 
    “Why the fuck are you here?” Sarasin groaned, “Why can you not just stay dead and away from me?” 
 
    “My dear I know the resentment you harbor toward me,” Korros shifted in his chair and pursed his lips together, “But God has sent me to guide you.” 
 
    I do not want your damn guidance,” Sarasin growled, “I want you to stay fucking dead and out of my head.” 
 
    “Me too,” Little Sarasin hissed as she looked over at Korros.  
 
    “My sins against you are great; they are nothing that I can atone for,” Korros confessed with a lowered head, “I can apologize, but my words would hold no weight for you are… too broken to forgive. That is partly my doing, and I accept it. All I can do now is what is requested of me.” 
 
    “Why does God even talk to you?” Sarasin snapped, “You were evil; you are Humaan, not even native to this planet.” 
 
    “Oh but I am,” Korros corrected and looked up, “While my ancestors are from another world, I was created from the same materials you were. The elements of this planet are what crafted my body. Thus I am a child of the God of this world.” Sarasin groaned and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Out with it then,” She ordered, “What does God wish for me to know?” 
 
    “That he exists,” Korros answered, “But only you, he is not trying to create another religion. He only needs you.” 
 
    “For what?”  
 
    “He simply wants to meet you,” Korros smiled, and his eye seemed to twinkle, “He wants you to come to his island so that he can show you the ways of those that came before the Ancients. He wants to give you his power so you can make the world just a little bit better.” 
 
    “So I can fight the Empire...” Sarasin surmised, “What makes him think I would want to do something like that?” 
 
    “Do not be so hasty in assuming fighting is the only way to make the world better, child. I know the Empire has taken everything from you, I know that inside you harbor a deep resentment for me and just as you wanted me dead, you undoubtedly want to see Govia Cidro’s Empire burned to the ground.” Korros paused and briefly glanced at Little Sarasin, “God wants you to find your own way. If that means the Empire is destroyed then so be it.” 
 
    “Why can’t God just, send fire down from Heaven or something?” Sarasin asked, “Can’t he destroy it all somehow by himself? Why does he need me?” 
 
    “Oh, that is not how God works, child.” Korros said, “God only recently gained sentience. Well, within the last millennium, shortly after the NaNe was created. He was, in a sense, sleeping; having never once opened his eyes… but God’s power, his works are not exacted by his hands. They are executed by those who wish to serve him.” 
 
    “Well maybe God should just go back to sleep,” Sarasin growled as she looked away from Korros, “And you should too.” She stood up from the table and sneered at the man, “Do not talk to me again, move on to whatever bullshit afterlife awaits you.” Her eyes wandered back to Korros, and she leaned closer to him, “I fucking killed you so that I would never have to worry about you again. I do not want you in my sight. Not ever. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Korros smiled thinly and looked down at Eliss as he furrowed his brow and pursed his lips together. He gave the boy a warm smile and shook his head as he looked up. He nodded at Sarasin and closed his eyes, “For what it is worth, Sarasin, I am sorry.”  
 
    He looked at Eliss once again, and a grimace spread across his face, “Seek out God,” He urged, “Find answers. You are strong; use that strength.” Eliss looked up at him, and Korros smiled. He leaned into the boy and ran his hand over his red hair. 
 
    “Take care of your mother, son,” Korros’ eyes welled up, and he choked, “I am, eternally sorry to you as well, my boy.” At that, Korros’ eyes closed and he faded away.  
 
    Sarasin looked down at Eliss, and he wore a distraught look on his face. He looked up at his mother and a tear formed in his eye. 
 
    “I wish I could have lived,” He whimpered, “I wish my daddy had been a good man.” Initially, Sarasin was repulsed by the boy’s tears, but quickly her heart broke, and the voice of a mother poured out. 
 
    “Hey,” She tenderly comforted the child as she stepped over to him, “There, there. I am here.” 
 
    “You do not want me,” Eliss shook his head, “My dad killed me. You do not even think I am real!” He stood up from his chair and tried to run away, but Sarasin quickly grabbed him and picked him up. 
 
    “I do,” Her voice cracked and tears began to fall from her eyes. Sarasin took hold of his head and turned it, so they looked at each other, “Eliss, love, I do want you. I want you more than anything in the world my sweet child.” 
 
    “Then stop running!” He pleaded as he gazed upon his mother with tearful, reddened eyes, “Stop running from me. Please mommy, please don’t turn away from me anymore!” Sarasin grabbed hold of her son with one arm and held him tight as she used the other to cradle his head. He whimpered softly in her embrace, but soon enough he was soothed. 
 
    As she held the boy in her arms, she felt him begin to shrink. She squeezed tighter out of fear of losing him but eventually, the shrinking stopped, and Sarasin looked down to see the baby boy that had only had a few moments breath before his death. His cheeks were rosy and healthy and his thin red hair curled on top of his head. Sarasin smiled at the child and pulled him close.  
 
    “Open your eyes,” She heard a comforting voice softly whisper. It felt as if a warm wind had surrounded and cradled her just as she did so her own baby, “Open your eyes and come find me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sarasin opened her eyes to find herself once again in the back seat of the green truck. The Black Knights were in the front seat and Gerard was next to her, and she saw that the truck had stopped. She leaned forward, and as she looked out the windshield, she realized that they were parked in front of a large metal gate that looked like it was inside of a cave. She realized that they had arrived at Base 21.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Gerard suddenly shouted. He jerked away from her and as Sarasin looked over at him and saw that he was staring at her stomach.  
 
    “What is wrong?” She asked, confused at his odd behavior.  
 
    “You…” He whispered fearfully as he pointed down at her belly, “That!” Sarasin looked down and saw that her stomach was no longer flat and toned but instead swollen to a point where it hung beyond her breasts.  
 
    “What,” She groaned in a confused tone, “What the fuck is that!” 
 
    “What is going on?” Pancho turned around to look, and his eyes grew wide, “Oh shit, when did that happen!” He looked over at Gerard, who shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Was she always pregnant?” Pancho shouted with a confused tone, “Where did that belly come from?” 
 
    “Do not fucking ask me!” Sarasin panicked as she wriggled to free her wrists from their bindings. “Cut me loose; it hurts!” She groaned as she felt her cervix begin to open. Her entire body stiffened, it felt like every muscle she had was bearing down.  
 
    “Oh no,” She whined and grit her teeth together. She remembered it; she knew exactly what was going on. A painful shock jolted through her body, and she leaned her head back and gasped. 
 
    “Get a fucking doctor!” She growled as her back arched, “This can’t be real! This isn’t right!” 
 
    “A doctor?” Pancho repeated as he looked to Kavin.  
 
    “Well go, kid!” Kavin shouted as he threw his door open. He hopped out and ran around the truck to Sarasin’s door, promptly opening it. As he reached his hand inside to offer Sarasin help, she jerked away from him. 
 
    “Oh, do not touch me!” She hissed, kicking at him, “Just wait!” Gerard looked down at her, and she laid the back of her head down on his lap. She looked up at him, and a look of pure pain spread over her face.  
 
    “I don’t know what is going on.” She whined, “What is this?” 
 
    “Hush,” Gerard stroked her hair calmly, though he wore a fearful expression, “All will be well.” 
 
    The gates opened and three females suddenly rushed out and hurried to the truck. “Move it Kavin!” Sarasin heard her mother’s voice shout. Kavin quickly stepped aside, and Ladia Jamiso looked into the truck.  
 
    “What the shit is going on?!” She demanded in surprise as she saw her daughter writhing in pain, “How is this...” 
 
    “Get her out of the truck!” Another voice ordered, “Amaria come on; I will get her out, you help me get her inside. Be gentle!” 
 
    “No!” Sarasin screamed, “Do not touch me!” 
 
    “Sweet girl,” Ladia sternly tried to comfort her daughter, “Somehow you are…” She paused and took a second to look at the swollen belly, barely believing what she was saying or seeing, “You are having a baby.” 
 
    Sarasin wept as a blonde haired Vampre whom she did not know emerged in the door at her feet. 
 
    “Hey,” Amaria smiled, “Do not worry, I am Rubaan’s wife.” 
 
    “Oh, fucking great to meet you!” Sarasin growled. 
 
    “You too. Hey, you are going to have to work with me. I have been in your shoes before, and I know how it feels,” Amaria continued, “Let me help.” 
 
    Sarasin did not fight as her aunt Emerald appeared and ushered Gerard out of the truck. She leaned in and took hold of Sarasin’s shoulders, bent down, and kissed her niece on the forehead. 
 
    “Hello, my sweet child,” Emerald, whom Sarasin had not seen since before she left to join the Empire, stood above her and looked straight into her eyes, “Come, let us get through this together and worry about explaining it later.” Emerald smiled warmly, and Sarasin nodded her head. 
 
    “I am overjoyed that you have returned home,” A tear fell from her eye and splashed onto Sarasin’s face. Emerald was the emotional type and a bit eccentric. She was a beautiful blue haired Elf who had gone through stasis decades prior. She pulled out a knife and quickly cut the rope around Sarasin’s wrists.  
 
    “Okay, here we go!” She grabbed Sarasin’s arm and helped her sit up. “Easy now, darling!” The near whisper of the voice of her wise aunt was comforting. Sarasin found it easy to obey. 
 
    Amaria rushed to Sarasin’s free arm and took hold, Ladia shouted at everyone within a ten-foot radius to get out of the way.   
 
    “Come on sweet girl!” Ladia encouraged as she turned toward her daughter, “Inside!” 
 
    “I can’t!” Sarasin cried as another contraction locked up her body. She wriggled her arms free and bent over to try to fight the pain.  
 
    “Cut me free,” Gerard held his bound arms out, “I will carry her.” Emerald nodded and cut the Govian soldier’s bindings. Once he was able, he hurried over to Sarasin and scooped her up. 
 
    “I have you, my Lady.” He spoke in a comforting tone. She looked up at him and did her best to smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Gerard.”  
 
    “Get her inside!” Ladia ordered Gerard, “Follow me!” Ladia ran forward through the gates and Gerard, though injured from the battles in Canrom City, kept up behind her. 
 
    Beyond the gates was a large chamber, about fifty feet wide and at least twenty feet tall. The ground went from being the red dirt that made up the floor of the cave to a grey stone road-like surface. The road seemed to have been made of thick cut and sanded pieces of granite as there were seams where the pieces fit together every ten feet or so. It was cracked in places and had a thin layer of dust over it, but it seemed to do its job. 
 
    On either side of the road were stone buildings that stood as tall as the ceiling of the chamber. The buildings were square at the base, about fifteen by fifteen feet each and had three stories with glass-less windows every story. There were five buildings on each side of the road, and then there was a crossing. Another road ran perpendicular to the main one that had five more buildings on each side going left and right. If you went straight, you would pass ten more buildings. In total, there were forty buildings at the entrance of Black Knight Base 21. 
 
    Ladia led Gerard and the others halfway down the road and then stopped at the third building on the left. 
 
    “Inside,” She ushered, “Get her on a bed.” Gerard gently set Sarasin down and tried to help her forward, but Sarasin wriggled free and keeled over, groaning as she did so. 
 
    "No!" She moaned with agony. The feelings were, of course, no stranger to her as she had given birth long before... however, the fact that they were all happening so suddenly and unexpectedly seemed to compound the pain of her cervix stretching. 
 
    "Do not touch me!" She panted. Sweat dripped from her brow, and she trembled as she stood and held her swollen belly. None of it made any sense, none of it was possible. Everyone stood around her and of course, they felt the same way, but they all knew they had to get the baby out of her.  
 
    "Sweet girl, listen," Ladia urged her daughter, moving so that her face was directly in front of Sarasin's, "None of us have any clue what is going on right now or how any of this so suddenly happened. At this point though, it is happening, and you have to let us help you!" 
 
    "No!" Sarasin wailed. She bawled bitterly and fell down to a knee, "I'm sorry mommy, I'm sorry!" Ladia looked over at her sister Emerald and pursed her lips together. It was not a look of frustration, but more so an expression of not having any idea what to do.  
 
    "Baby..." Ladia pulled Sarasin's head into her chest. Sarasin wrapped her arms around her mother's neck and wept bitterly against her breasts. She wailed and screamed, and Ladia stroked the back of her hair, trying to comfort her daughter, "Baby come on. It is time."  
 
    At that, Emerald hooked her arms under Sarasin's chest and lifted her to her feet. Ladia helped guide her to a bed, and the sisters laid her down. Sarasin clenched her fists and tried not only to fight the pain but everyone around her that was making it worse. Finally, as her nails broke the skin of her palms, she felt a warm trickle run down her leg. She looked up at her mother with horror in her eyes, and Ladia knew precisely what that meant. 
 
    “It is time!” Ladia announced as she shooed Gerard from the room. Pancho and Kavin took hold of him and escorted him out of the building, and Amaria and Emerald stayed behind. 
 
    “Take her pants off,” Ladia ordered Amaria, pointing to Sarasin’s leggings, “Sayraa, hold still and work with us.” Sarasin whimpered as Amaria quickly worked to remove her boots and then her pants. Emerald sat at Sarasin’s head, gently petting her hair and whispering comforting things into her ear.  
 
    Sarasin was terrified. It felt like a dream, one which she could not wake up from. She did not have time to process it all, no time to think clearly for every time she did… 
 
    “It hurts!” She screamed as she kicked her bare legs. Emerald hushed her niece, and Amaria took hold of her ankles. Ladia stood over Sarasin and looked into her eyes. She smiled at her daughter, and Sarasin rested her head on the pillow behind her. She felt a sense of calm overcome her as she realized she was surrounded by people who loved her. Her eyes watered as the thought hit her and Emerald whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Breathe, child. It is time.”  
 
    Sarasin’s lower back felt like it was twisting into knots and she felt an immense amount of pressure. She knew it was happening; she remembered it from the first time so many years ago. She felt like everything inside her was cramping, and she moaned in pain as her back arched. 
 
    “Push my love,” Emerald encouraged her. Sarasin reached up, and Emerald grabbed her hand and held tight, “Breathe in and then push as you exhale.” 
 
    Sarasin took a breath and held it. Sweat began to drip down her brow, and Emerald squeezed her hand, “Breathe, my love. Breathe and push.” Sarasin exhaled and bore down, howling as she did so. 
 
    “Good job baby, you are doing great,” Ladia encouraged, “Do it again, the baby is coming; it’s almost here.” 
 
    Sarasin took in a breath and pushed once again, screaming as she did so. When she could push no more, Ladia shook her head and looked up at her. 
 
    “Do not stop!” She shouted, “I can see its head, do it again baby!” 
 
    Sarasin screamed and forced everything she had into the next push. She felt like she was about to split in two, but when she looked down, she could have screamed with joy. 
 
    “It’s him!” She cried as Ladia pulled the baby out of her. “It’s Eliss!” She panted and fell backward, crying both bitterly and joyfully as she did so. “It is Eliss…” 
 
    Ladia looked down at the baby in her arms and smiled. She rubbed the sticky, messy boy on the nose, and he wiggled in her arms and let out a cry. When Sarasin heard the baby’s voice, she sat up and reached her arms out. 
 
    “Give him to me!” She urged Ladia, “Let me see him!” Gently, Ladia stepped forward and laid the baby into his mother’s arms. Sarasin wept and held Eliss close to her chest. He whined and nuzzled into her, opening and closing his mouth as he searched for her breast.  
 
    “You came back!” Sarasin whispered at her boy, laughing and crying as she did so. “You came back to me Eliss.” The baby looked just as she remembered him. It was as if things had been set right, as if they had gotten a second chance at life. 
 
    “He is beautiful,” Emerald gushed as she kissed Sarasin on top of the head. Amaria shifted her attention away from all the blood and smiled at her sister in law. 
 
    “He is,” She nodded, “I cannot wait for him to meet Roc!” 
 
    Ladia walked up to Sarasin’s side, and as she brushed her fingers through her daughter’s hair, her face went from a smile to a frown. She shook her head and sighed. 
 
    “We will clean… Eliss up,” Ladia assured her daughter, “You need to rest… we will bring him back shortly for you to feed him. We… we still need to figure out what to do with you.”          
 
    Sarasin, though weak, looked up at her mother and nodded. The fact that she was a prisoner had not left her; she knew that she was headed for a jail cell if not death. She took one last look at her son and then placed him into her mother’s arms.  
 
    “Mommy…” Sarasin called out as Ladia started walking away with the child. Ladia turned around and raised her eyebrows at her daughter. 
 
    “Yes, Sayraa?”  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ema’as II 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    11:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    “Hey not so hard!” Camber whined as Ema’as dug her fangs into his wrist. It was their first official “friendly” feeding, and even though they had already made love… twice, it was awkward for both of them.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be a baby, baby,” Ema’as teased as she momentarily pulled her lips away from his arm. She was acting strangely as if she were in some kind of trance. Camber noticed, but didn’t dare say anything about it, “And don’t you forget, lovey, you’re still my slave. Just relax, remember you’re mine and know I’ll take care of you.”  
 
    Camber groaned and leaned back in his seat as Ema’as continued sucking from his arm. He could feel the blood being pulled from his veins and into her mouth, it was a strange sensation for sure, but one that he knew he had to get used to.  
 
    “So, how many times a day do you need to feed?” He asked, not bothering to look down at his wrist. The sight of it made him feel a bit squeamish. He could only surmise that it was due to the very recent memories of methodically being ripped apart and consumed. In his time as a Marauder, he had picked the bones of other people clean and had both seen and taken part in the butchering of whole caravans, but had never until then been on the receiving end.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Ema’as shrugged, and blood dripped from her mouth, “From what I can tell so far I think just one or two…” Ema’as looked up at him and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. He frowned at the sight of his blood smeared on her dark skin and swallowed a lump in his throat, nodding his head as he did so. 
 
    “I guess I can live with that,” he turned to look out the window of the truck and into the Canruusi Wastes outside. There was nothing to be seen for miles, only dry orange ground and bright shining sunslight. His mind raced as he thought about the terrible decisions he had made that led him to such an unfortunate existence, but Camber knew that there was nothing he could do about it. He knew, at least for the moment, that he was nothing more than fuckable cattle. 
 
    “Okay,” Ema’as sat up, gently rested her head on the seat behind her and smiled. The blood was warm in her belly; it felt very much like a flagon of mead. She sat and indulged in the post-feeding euphoria and released Camber’s hand. He quickly snatched it over to him and immediately put pressure on his bleeding wrist. 
 
    “Can I…” Camber grunted as he spoke because he didn’t want to upset his new master, “I mean, can you heal me?” 
 
    “Right,” Ema’as slowly turned her head toward Camber and formed a stupid looking smile. She dizzily reached a finger up to her mouth and pricked it with one of her fangs. Gently giggling, she extended her hand and wiped her bloodied digit against Camber’s lips. 
 
    “Whoa!” Camber reeled back and turned his head away, “Just a second, I wasn’t ready!” 
 
    “Oh just drink you little bitch,” Ema’as smiled and bit her lower lip as she continued to smear the blood on his lips, laughing as she did. He groaned and instinctively sealed his lips and shook his head back and forth to avoid her for a moment, but finally, he opened his mouth. She shoved her finger inside, and his eyes grew wide. 
 
    “This is gross,” Her finger rested against his tongue, and she smiled and raised her eyebrows as he spoke, “Your blood tastes like shit.” Ema'as laughed playfully and wiped her bleeding finger around the inside of his mouth. The wound on his wrist promptly closed and when she was finished playing, she pulled it out. 
 
    "All better!" Ema'as sang as she slouched down in her seat. She rested her filthy bare feet on the dash and laughed as she took deep, euphoric breaths. With her head leaning against the seat once again, she looked over at Camber. 
 
    "You know if you're going to be my boyfriend, you're going to have to loosen up a little," She smiled and gave him a wink. Camber started the truck and glanced over at his companion; he was at a loss by her words. 
 
    "Boyfriend?" He choked, "What makes you think I'm going to be your boyfriend? I barely know you." 
 
    "You don't have a choice, baby," Ema'as chirped, "You're stuck with me. Forever. You might as well learn to love me." 
 
    Camber's heart sank for the hundredth time that day, and he rested his forehead against the steering wheel. Ema'as giggled and rubbed his back, not moving from the comfortable position she had found. 
 
    "Look, Ema’as I'd at least like to get to know you a little more before..." 
 
    Ema'as' hand crept up his back and rested on his neck. As Camber turned his head and gave her a confused expression, she squeezed. A sharp pain knifed through his body and he straightened his back and sat upright, yelping as he did so.  
 
    "I'm not asking, you little shit!" Ema'as snarled as she squeezed tighter and tighter. She was in a strange and sudden rage, one that she could not explain, “You are going to love me. You are going to protect me and take care of me. You got it?" 
 
    "Fine!" Camber shouted, content with doing whatever he had to survive, "Whatever you want!" 
 
    "Tell me you love me," She commanded as she bore her fangs, “Tell me!” 
 
    "I... I love you!" He cried out, desperate for her to let go. She released his neck and gently nuzzled up beside him and rested her dirt and blood matted head on his shoulder. Camber gasped once he was free, and panted as he fell backward against the seat. Ema'as reached her arm around his chest and hugged him. 
 
    "I love you too baby," She sweetly sang as she let out a little lovestruck moan. She caressed his ribs with her hand and planted a kiss on his neck, smelling him as she did, "Promise that you'll be mine forever?" 
 
    "Y... yes," Camber wondered if the feeding did something to her mind. She had gone completely psycho since drinking from him, before she had been level headed and for the most part, kind, "Forever." 
 
    At that, Ema'as belted out an airy laugh and jumped up. She crawled over and straddled the frightened Faire, locking him between her abnormally strong thighs. As she reached down and shoved her hand inside his pants, Camber reeled back but knew he shouldn't fight. She growled and moaned as she licked her lips and began kissing his neck wildly, and as quickly as she started to grind against him, she suddenly stopped. 
 
    "Someone is coming," She whispered. She had seen something out the driver side window. Camber turned to look and saw a cloud of dust in the distance, a convoy truck very much like their own was heading toward them. Ema'as sighed, but did not stop, in fact, she rubbed against him harder.  
 
    "We have a minute baby,” she reached up and grabbed his blonde hair and breathed erotically into his ear. "Give me what I want baby." 
 
    "You have to stop!" Camber shouted as he pushed her away. She fell back into the steering wheel and hissed at him, once again baring her fangs as she did. Camber held up his trembling hands just as she slapped him across his face. 
 
    "I... love you, baby!" He cried out, desperate to reach some kind of sensibility in her, "B... but more Marauders are coming our way. They might even be a part of Eon's army. I'll give you what you want, but first, we have to get away from them!" he punctuated them with a jab in the direction of the oncoming truck. 
 
    Ema'as face twisted with confusion and she abruptly shook her head. For a moment she looked around as if she were lost and then without notice, an expression of clarity spread across her face. 
 
    "What have I done..." She whispered as her eyes grew wide. She looked mournfully at Camber, realizing how evil she must have seemed to him and began shaking her head violently, "I'm sorry, I... I don't know what came over me."  
 
    Camber observed her as she moved back over to her own seat. She wrapped herself up in her tarp and began to cry softly. "I can't control myself," She whimpered, "The blood makes me… I mean, these urges, they are so strong." 
 
    "We will have to worry about that later..." he said, not taking his eyes off her. He felt pity for her but had no idea how he was going to live with her and her moments of psychosis, "For now, we have to get the Hells out of here!" Ema'as nodded, and Camber threw the truck into gear and stomped on the gas. 
 
    In his side mirror, he could see that the other truck was much closer and had turned to pursue them. He cursed and gave his vehicle more gas, hoping to put some distance between them. As he drove, however, he worried that it was all in vain. Fuel didn’t last forever, and there was nowhere for them to hide as far as he could see. Not only that, but he had no weapons to fight if he needed to. He felt like he was completely fucked. 
 
    The truck was gaining on them quickly, and they were low on gas. Camber gave the pedal everything he had, but it ended up not being near enough. He cursed as he saw the Marauder truck roll up beside them. In the cab, he saw three marauders, each wearing bone armor and helmets made from Gaian skulls. They taunted him as they drove by and the Marauder in the passenger seat aimed a pistol down at one of Camber’s tires. Camber swore and bit his lip, expecting the worst.  
 
    Strangely, the Marauder did not fire. He turned his cackling head to his companions next to him, and after a few seconds, he adjusted his aim and pulled the trigger wildly. Ema'as could hear them laughing maniacally as bullets tore through Camber's skull, painting the inside of the cabin red with blood and brain. Ema'as screamed, and Camber's body fell over dead. His hands jerked the wheel, and the truck lost control, promptly flipping onto its side.  
 
    Ema'as tumbled violently around the cabin as the truck skidded on the dead ground. Her body collided with Camber's multiple times and when the truck finally came to a stop, she found herself laying on top of his corpse.  
 
    The left side of Camber's skull had two bullet holes in it and had mostly collapsed. His blood and brains leaked out onto the seat, and his tongue poked out of his open mouth. Ema'as groaned and pushed herself off of him, remorseful that he had left her so quickly and saddened that she had mistreated him just before he died. She didn’t have time to worry about that though. 
 
    Smoke rose from the engine compartment and quickly began to fill the cabin. She swore as another wave of adrenaline crashed over her. As she took hold of her tarp, her protection from the Brothers light, she kicked at the passenger door, and it flew open, nearly breaking off its hinges due to her new Vampre strength.  
 
    Ema'as quickly crawled out of the truck and onto the orange ground only to be met by the toe of a boot cracking against her cheek. She tumbled to the side and crashed into the ground, hearing the horrifying sound of three Marauders laughing maniacally. 
 
    "Oh, this one's a pretty one!" One of them yelped with excitement, "We're gonna have a bit of fun with ‘er aren’t we!" She felt someone grab each of her arms and flip her over, slamming her onto her back. Her tarp fell to the side, and her skin immediately began to feel like it was burning. She groaned at the pain, and one of the Marauders fell on top of her and thrust his hand up her soiled shirt, whooping with joy as he did.  
 
    "Perky girl!" He salivated and growled like a dog as he laughed. He reached up and wiped the spit away from his mouth and then bent over so that his face was only inches from hers. He smelled her neck and licked the side of her cheek, she reeled back and whined in response. Finally, he grabbed each side of her head and planted his blistered lips on hers, forcing his tongue into her mouth and grinding his crotch against her. The other two Marauders howled at the entertainment and cheered him on. 
 
    "No!" She whispered, turning her head as the assaulting Marauder reached down and took hold of her pants. Her skin felt like it was about to burst into flame from the Brother’s light and her mind was racing. She was terrified and angry. The pain from the sunslight was increasing by the second, and when she felt the Marauders hand pass by the hem of her pants everything suddenly went silent and she snapped. 
 
    "No!" With her new strength, she hurled one of her arms to the side. The Marauder that held her down went flying, and she snarled and repeated the action with her other arm. The third marauder quickly jumped back and reached for his weapon, but Ema'as was much faster.  
 
    With lightning speed and a scream that sounded like it was born in the deepest Hells, the Vampress pounced on him and began to rip the hair from his head with her hands. He cried out in terror and pain as she attacked him. Desperately, he tried to wrap his hands around her throat, but she was quick to take hold of his wrists and squeeze. 
 
    "Stop!" The Marauder painfully begged, “Please!" 
 
    Her eyes burned red like hot coals, and as the power surged through her, she realized that she had more brute strength than she had ever seen before, save for Eon. She jerked one of his arms and felt his shoulder pop out of place. He cried in agony, and she gritted her teeth and yanked one more time. The arm ripped free from his body, and she tossed it aside. As the Marauder slipped into shock, Ema'as planted her fangs into his neck and jerked her head, ripping his throat out. Blood sprayed onto her face, and she quickly grabbed her tarp and draped it over her body as she stood. 
 
    She reeled back at the sudden impact of the bullets tearing through her torso but quickly realized that there was no pain. She turned to see one of the Marauders unconscious on the ground and the other standing and aiming a pistol at her. She hissed at him and lunged forward with a speed she had never imagined possible. He screamed and tried to run, but she was on top of him before he could take a step.  
 
    With the free hand that wasn't holding onto the tarp, she took hold of the Marauder's hair and pulled his head back so that his throat was open to her. As he screamed and begged her to stop, she dug into him, drinking and eating every morsel that was visible.  
 
    For nearly thirty minutes she devoured every piece of the Marauders that she could. Her rage fueled her hunger, and as she craved more flesh the anger intensified. The hangry Vampress tore into the three Marauders, and as she consumed more and more of them, she felt an increasingly more profound sense of euphoria come over her. Finally, with a swollen belly and a drunken high like she had never felt before, she collapsed onto the ground and draped the tarp over herself.  
 
    "This..." She delighted as she felt pleasure in every cell of her body, "so much better than sex..." the world spun around her as her entire body tingled and convulsed in a sort of extreme orgasmic sensation that would not leave her. Beneath the tarp, she experienced vivid, delightful hallucinations and pondered every curiosity of the universe in a level of mental detail that she never knew possible. She felt as if she had spent an eternity beneath the tarp when she finally began to come down. 
 
    Her pulse slowed, and her breathing eased up. The tingling pleasure faded and her world stopped spinning. Ema'as laid silently for a moment as sobriety hit her and listened to her breath. She thought over her life, her situation and everything that led her to where she was. Finally, with her tarp draped around her like a hooded cloak, she pushed herself up off the ground and looked around. 
 
    The unmoving bodies of the Marauders were not much more than gore and bone. She stared at them in contemplative silence and found herself feeling both disgusted and in awe at what she had become and with what she was capable of. The power was more than she had ever experienced, but so was the hunger.  
 
    As she turned to look at her truck, she saw that the engine compartment continued to emit thick black clouds of smoke. She could just barely see Camber's corpse inside the cab and felt a sense of regret. He had seemed to be a good person or at least good for a Marauder, and her actions had led to his death. As the engine burst into flames and spread to the cabin, she compelled herself to watch.  
 
    The inferno tore through the truck and consumed everything inside. Tongues of fire flicked out of every opening, giving the vehicle a hellish appearance. Ema'as gripped her tarp tighter and stepped toward the Marauder's truck.  
 
    As she took a seat in her new truck, she adjusted her tarp and flipped her visor down. She was afraid of the coming journey for she knew she had no food, no blood to keep her alive. The Marauders were dead; there was no bringing them back with her own blood.  
 
    She cursed at what she perceived was her own stupidity and pounded on the steering wheel. She did not want to lose her mind again; she did not want to feel the thirst. Finally, she realized nothing would change if she sat there and so she threw the truck into gear and pushed on the gas pedal. The vehicle chugged forward but Ema’as was quick to slam her foot on the brakes for somehow, she was no longer alone.  
 
    A handsome blonde haired male Vampre in a white fitted suit stood silently in front of her truck smiling widely and staring directly at her. Ema’as returned his gaze for a moment and wondered just where he had come from and how he had so abruptly appeared. 
 
    The Vampre did not move. He stood and waited patiently. The gaze he was casting toward her somehow drew her to him. She felt compelled to be closer. Of course, Ema’as thought the whole situation a bit odd, but finally, she put the truck into park and slowly opened her door.  
 
    As she walked toward the Vampre, he opened his arms in a way that looked like he was about to embrace her. She eyed him queerly and stopped a few feet away from him, ready to defend herself if needed. The Vampre pressed his palms together and bowed his head before her. 
 
    “‘Tis a great stroke of luck that I have found you, my child,” his voice was smooth and sure. Ema’as could see that he apparently did not lack confidence. She did not reply; she remained still and silent. 
 
    “I felt you, you see,” The Vampre continued, “I felt you from a great distance away. I could feel your loneliness, your confusion. I felt your anger and your suffering… yet, I also felt your pleasure.”  
 
    Ema’as looked over at the burning truck and then to the mutilated bodies of the Marauders. The Vampre in the white suit, however, remained focused on her. 
 
    “I am Daanel,” He smiled and took a single step forward, extending his hand toward her, “I have felt and conquered the very Thirst that you have been stricken with. You are undergoing the same transformation that our ancestors did so many years ago. I have come to claim you, to guide you. Follow me, for I am your master now.” 
 
    Ema’as had no words, she had no thoughts. Whatever was happening felt right; it felt like it did not need any explanation. With that on her mind, she did not speak; instead, she merely nodded her head and grabbed Daanel’s outstretched hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Rubaan IX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    19:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Rubaan walked between his parents and the gates to Base 21 slowly closed behind him. He briefly looked back to see Amaria in tow carrying Roc in her arms. Their eyes met, and he quickly looked away, he didn’t want to upset her any more than she already was. As he continued onward, he stared down at his feet and sighed. 
 
    The idea that she wanted nothing to do with him felt like a dagger in his heart. He knew he was nothing more than a clone of the man she married, but it hurt all the same. He had the memories of the first Rubaan; he remembered their meeting, their wedding and the birth of their child. It was beyond difficult for him to accept that his memories were in truth, someone else's. 
 
    Rubaan’s heart pounded as he walked into Base 21 and he mulled over his situation. Eon had quite literally formed him from nothing, gathering particles in the air and fashioning them into a body according to Rubaan’s NaNe blueprint. He was alive, he had his memories and his feelings… but he was not who he felt like he was. He in truth was nobody. 
 
    The family passed the identical buildings that lined the street as they headed deeper into the base. Base 21 had been established in an Ancient bunker, a hollowed-out mountain that was equipped with such things as a reservoir, a giant auditorium, and a hangar among living accommodations for a significant number of people. There was room enough inside the base for two hundred thousand people to live, though at the time the base only housed nearly twenty thousand.  
 
    Of the twenty thousand inside Base 21, only a third were actual able-bodied Black Knights. The rest of the souls were comprised of the soldier's families, children in the academy and the elderly. Up to that point, Govia had not learned the location of Base 21 as entry and exit was fiercely regulated. Food was grown on site, waste was recycled or incinerated, and for the most part, only Century and Millenium squads regularly entered or left the Base, for there had not been any need for a large force since the Kamlotian Civil wars nearly a decade prior.  
 
    The Jamisos walked down the street, passing a few of Base 21’s occupants as they did so. Commander Crinnan and his wife were immediately recognized as they were among the most famous members of the army. As soldiers shouted his name and waved, Commander Crinnan nodded and smiled in response, returning their gestures as quickly as they were delivered to him.  
 
    The celebrated entrance did nothing for Rubaan. He felt like he was acting a bit like his brother, sullen and a bit of a downer, but at the same time, he did not care. The weight of his situation was unique to him, he knew that. He felt that what he was going through was unlike anything that had ever happened on Duraan before and in that sense, he felt truly alone.  
 
    “Commander Crinnan,” a voice as deep and clear as the seas announced from ahead of them, “Welcome to Base 21.”  
 
    Vice Commander Card Gamiz walked toward the Jamiso family with his entourage following closely behind. In the absence of Supreme Commander Xian, Lord Card was the acting Commander of the base. Just as he was renowned for his abilities with a sword, he was also very highly regarded for his skills in leadership.  
 
    “I trust that your journey here was pleasant?” Card asked as he extended his hand toward Commander Crinnan. He nodded in response and Card smiled superficially and turned toward Ladia. 
 
    “Beautiful as ever, Lady Jamiso,” He bowed his head, and Ladia spoke. 
 
    “You as well, Lord Card,” according to popular opinion, she was correct. Vice Commander Card was known to be one of the most handsome members of Black Knight’s upper leadership. His skin was soft and fair, and his jaw was angled with perfectly symmetrical cheekbones. His chin was masculine, and his face was cleanly shaven every morning. The eight-pointed familial insignia of Sym was tattooed over his left eye. That paired with the long thick black hair on top of his head added a shred of mystery to his demeanor and an additional level of beauty that appealed to many. 
 
    “Young Lord Rubaan, it is a joy to see that you have returned to us,” Card turned toward Rubaan and nodded his head, “I understand that the plight of your siblings probably weighs heavily on your mind. Trust me when I say that every measure is being taken to bring them all here safe and sound. Your sister, though our prisoner, will be delivered shortly and your brother Crinnan is being fetched as we speak.” 
 
    “I am happy to hear it, my Lord,” Rubaan faked a smile and gave Vice Commander Card a slight nod.  
 
    “Outstanding,” Card took another step toward Rubaan. He reached out and grabbed his upper arm and gave it a tight squeeze, “Now that you have been inducted back into the movement, I am prepared to assign you with your first mission.” 
 
    “Mission?” Rubaan repeated looking back and forth at his parents, “I thought…” 
 
    “Lord Rubaan, you are a member of Base 21.” Card interrupted with a stern look, “I am fully aware that you traveled here under the pretense that you would serve as one of your parent’s guard. That, while not completely out of the…” He paused and smiled, “...out of the cards, is not how you will initially be serving Base 21 during your stay here. You have been out of the army for, how long has it been, two years?” 
 
    “About that, yes,” Rubaan answered, nervous about Card’s words. 
 
    “Two years… your body must be retrained; your skills must be sharpened. As a member of one of Black Knight’s noble families, it will be of utmost importance for the common soldiers to see you as a role model, an inspiration to continue fighting. With that in mind, dear Rubaan, I grant you the rank of Corporal pending your completion of training under Lieutenant Marka Nelson.” 
 
    “Corporal?” Rubaan’s eyes grew wide, and he looked at his father. Crinnan nodded his head, and Rubaan looked back at Card. “And… Marka Nelson, you mean the Centurion?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Card affirmed, “You will squire for her. You will carry out her every command, follow her into battle, you will learn from her just as she learned from me many years ago. Of course, your family will be well taken care of here at the base.” Card lifted his head and looked past Rubaan at Amaria and Roc. His expression suddenly changed to a look of intrigue, and he turned back to Rubaan. 
 
    “The rumors are true then. You are married to a High Vampre,” Card gave Rubaan’s arm a final squeeze and then walked past and approached Amaria, “Tis a pleasure to meet you Lady Jamiso, I am Vice Commander Card Gamiz. If you or your son need anything during your stay…” 
 
    “I want to fight,” Amaria declared, looking sternly at Card. Card raised his eyebrows and grinned.  
 
    “Perhaps you may need to discuss with your husband…” 
 
    “I do not need to discuss it with my husband,” Amaria assured him, “Point me in the right direction. I do not require training; I simply need to be told where to go and who to kill.” Card pursed his lips together and nodded at Amaria. 
 
    “We will see what we can arrange my Lady,” he turned and walked past Lord and Lady Jamiso and beckoned everyone to follow him. 
 
    “It seems we have much to talk about. I invite you all inside, let us sit and discuss the future of House Jamiso…” As he walked down the road toward a large administrative building, his entourage broke so that the Jamisos could walk through. Rubaan stopped to wait for Amaria but as he turned and looked her way, a look of sadness spread over her face, and she shook her head at him. He nodded, understanding her unspoken words and walked forward behind his parents. As Amaria followed, the entourage closed behind them, and they made their way to the admin building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Card sat at a long wooden table within one of the meeting rooms of the admin building. To his right sat Captain Blaze T’wel, a dark-skinned Elf from the Galataan Islands. Blaze had broad shoulders, thick bushy eyebrows and a stern expression that was permanently plastered on his face. Atop his bald head, he wore a turban as was typical for the followers of Galataan, the chief god of the polytheistic religion that the Islanders followed.  
 
    Blaze was Captain of Millennium Squad, Base 21’s auxiliary team of elites that, when needed, accompanied or followed Century on missions. They, of course, carried out their own missions as well, but where Century could have been described as “A” class, Millenium would have been classified as “B.” 
 
    To Card’s left sat Lady Emerald Fyres, the lieutenant rank advisor to Captain Bran Phils of Century Squad. She was sister to Ladia Jamiso and the eldest and matriarch of the Fyres Clan even though she had no children of her own. A beauty to behold, she was a fair skinned Elf who had gone through stasis at age 31. She had a light pastel blue hue to her long wavy hair which was generally kept up and out of her face. Her patient and mystical seeming blue and sparkling purple eyes looked like deep wells of wisdom, by merely looking at her one could see why she was such a highly regarded teacher and advisor.  
 
    “The Jamiso house, the Fyres Clan, your families have always been well respected and highly regarded as valuable and irreplaceable assets to Black Knight,” Card looked back and forth between Crinnan and Ladia as he spoke. His hands were clasped together on the table in front of him, and he stared at them with a sincere and earnest expression. 
 
    “While your loyalty and devotion to the resistance is and never will be in question, recent events from members of your family, your children in specific, have raised many security flags for us.” Card sighed and looked over to Blaze who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Our intelligence, moles of ours in Govia, have done some digging per my request. The information that they uncovered was… staggering to say the least. You see, Jamisos, they informed me of the real situation with your son Crinnan. For those of you who are unaware of the reality of the Hells, I will go ahead and reassure you that they are in fact very real. Furthermore, to preface what I am about to explain to you I need you all to understand, and some of you do, that what you perceive as magic is in fact not and has never been so. Magic died when the Humaan people arrived so many years ago. The abilities that our few battle mages use, the blessings that keep us looking young and safe from sickness and disease, the very ones that give us life indefinite… it is all Ancient technology. Rubaan Jamiso, this explanation is mostly for you, so please, those of you who understand bear with me.”  
 
    Rubaan looked around the room and realized that he was the only adult that was hearing this for the first time. He, though intrigued, felt embarrassed by that.  
 
    “Swirling about in the air that surrounds us is an insurmountable number of Ancient, microscopic machines. These machines, which were once called NaNe, heal us, keep us alive, they give us great and indescribable powers… the understanding of this technology has been mostly lost through the generations. It was suppressed by the Govian Empire for if the common people learned the potential of the NaNe, then they could stand against them. The NaNe thought forgotten, still exists and the power it holds is… extraordinary.” 
 
    Card nodded his head and looked over at Emerald briefly, she returned his nod, and he continued his explanation. “The Hells are real, Jamisos. The report I received from Govia explained in full detail how your son, your brother, perished by a way unknown and was sent to the Hells for his eternal punishment. Now, understanding that I will explain to you that in Govia the Hells is a type of… it is a strange game that people play on their computers.” 
 
    “A game on a computer?” Rubaan looked around like Card was speaking nonsense, “What? How does that even work? Who has time for that?” 
 
    Card shrugged and continued, “This game, the Hells, is a realistic simulation. People, also called Demons, play this game by punishing the prisoners of the Hells. They enter these strange egg-shaped pods that somehow transport them to this game. As you know, all sin is forbidden in the Empire, but in the Hells, the common folk are free to do as they please. You see, when Crinnan was killed his brain was essentially turned into a computer program of sorts and then placed in the Hells for his punishment. Apparently, something out of the ordinary happened, and Crinnan ended up slaying an entire army of the Demons of the Hells. It turns out that Demons actually dying was never a part of how the game was made. Somebody changed the game, and when the demons died in the Hells, they found themselves unable to come back in real life.” 
 
    “You are saying that Crinnan killed a bunch of Govians that played this game then?” Rubaan asked. Card nodded, and Rubaan smiled, “Good for him.” 
 
    “The country is in an uproar; the Hells have been locked down. Every demon that was playing the game when Crinnan escaped has been unable to leave for nearly a month. Whatever Crinnan did to escape and however he did it essentially broke the game, and now there are nearly fifty thousand Govians locked in the Hells.” 
 
    “That is a lot,” Rubaan smiled.  
 
    “Some reports are saying that Crinnan had help. As I said, somebody from the outside may have altered the game in a way that allowed him to escape. Who and why, however, is a mystery.”  
 
    Commander Crinnan felt a sudden rage grow inside him. He clenched his fists and ground his teeth together. Ladia noticed her husband’s frustration and gently grabbed his arm and urged him to relax. Everyone turned their heads curiously to look at the obviously furious man. Rubaan knew from the look of his father that an explosion was about to erupt. 
 
    “Crinnan, please do not do this,” A look of panic spread across Emerald’s face as she spoke. It was the same look that Ladia wore. Commander Crinnan trembled in his seat, his nostrils flared and his face twisted with fury, “Crinnan, not in front of Rubaan.” 
 
    “He’s fucking old enough!” Crinnan roared with fury, “That damn homewrecking piece of blue-haired shit did this.” 
 
    “Do you have more information?” Card calmly asked. 
 
    “Yeah I fucking have information,” Crinnan huffed, and Emerald sighed and shook her head. There was nothing that anybody could do anymore. 
 
    “Sajinious Lynx,” Crinnan growled, and his body shook. He looked over at Rubaan and tears formed in his eyes, “Son I love you more than you can ever know but… I am not your true father.” 
 
    “Crinnan please!” Ladia begged as her own tears began to fall. She grabbed hold of her husband’s arm and shook him in place, “Please no.” Rubaan looked around nervously. He knew he had to know more, that there was no coming back from what his father was saying. 
 
    “The fucking Elf… the damned Ancient mercenary or whatever he was back in Exgrane. He befriended me. We drank together; I saved his damned life and he… he fucked my wife and squirted my boys into her belly.” 
 
    “Oh my,” It was all that Card could say in response. His eyes grew wide, and he looked around the room at the others, noting that everyone seemed to be showing signs of surprise or discomfort. Commander Crinnan turned to Rubaan again and shook his head mournfully. 
 
    “You are my son, and I love you Rubaan, but… I did not create you. Sajinious Lynx created you, and he has apparently been watching you and your brother for your entire lives. For that reason, he helped Crinnan; he did something to get him out of the Hells and back to our world,” Commander Crinnan fumed. His face was red, and he was breathing heavily. He appeared to play it all again in his head and finally, he broke down. He wept bitterly and lowered his head into his hands in front of everybody. Ladia and Emerald looked at one another with expressions of shock and terror, and Rubaan sat and silently stared down at the wooden table. 
 
    “You’re… not my father?” Rubaan looked up and whispered to Crinnan. Crinnan shook his head remorsefully, and Rubaan lowered his head again and sighed.  
 
    “What a fucking shitty ass week,” He laughed as he stood and looked at everyone the room. “You’re not my wife, that’s not my son, you’re not my father, and I’m not fucking me. What a great fucking life this has been everyone! Thanks!” Rubaan’s laughing intensified until it became hysterical. He cackled and cried at the same time. Eventually, he had to bend over because his abdominal muscles ached from it all.  
 
    “The… the way I see it,” he belted as he found free breaths, “I don't even exist!” He fell down in his chair and laid his head on the table, pounding on it with his hand for he could not stop any of it. Card looked over at Blaze, and the two quickly stood. 
 
    “It appears that you all need a moment yourselves,” Card’s tone was confused and mildly irritated, “Blaze and I shall excuse ourselves.” At that, they walked out of the room leaving the Jamisos and Emerald behind. 
 
    The room was tense as the broken family all dealt with the situation in their own way. Ladia wore a look of pure horror and anger; Commander Crinnan had wholly shut himself off to everyone. Rubaan had lost himself to hysterics, Emerald looked embarrassed and concerned for everyone, and Amaria was uncomfortable and ready to get out of there. 
 
    Nobody spoke in the moments that they sat alone. Everyone silently processed the situation as best they could in what time they had. Commander Crinnan had held the secret for his wife for so long, he tried to put on a happy face and convinced himself that he had forgiven her for her treachery… but he could do it no longer. Sage was back in their lives, and it opened all of the emotional scars that Crinnan had tried to bury. 
 
    “Not my father…” Rubaan’s laughter had finally stopped, and he turned and looked at Crinnan. Crinnan removed his glasses and set them on the table in front of him. He ran his fingers through his long graying hair and shook his head. 
 
    “I am your father Rubaan,” Crinnan extended a finger toward him and gave him a solemn and stern expression, “I raised you, I built you into who you are today. I gave you all the love a man could; I was there when you were sick and when you were hurt, just because I wasn’t present at your conception doesn’t mean I didn’t give you everything I had!” Ladia looked at Rubaan, and Rubaan scoffed at her. 
 
    “You… kept this from me?” He was bewildered by what he perceived were lies from his mother. “To spare what, your feelings?”  
 
    “Rubaan that is…” Ladia started to speak but was cut off. 
 
    “No, shut up mom!” He shouted, “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You forced dad into silence; you made sure that your secret was buried so that nobody thought less of you. Don’t you dare say that you did this for me! My entire life I was lied to so that you wouldn’t feel bad.” Ladia closed her mouth and nodded her head. Rubaan felt like a well of rage inside him was boiling, and quickly, he turned to Amaria. 
 
    “And you!” Amaria looked like she had been hit by a ton of bricks. She glanced around nervously and held Roc a little tighter. Rubaan bit his lip and shook his head, waving his finger at her as he did so. 
 
    “I am Rubaan Jamiso,” He did not shout, he did not talk down to her. He looked her square in the eye and said exactly what he was thinking, “I married you. I was fucking there. I made Roc with you, I remember that night vividly, but I’ll spare everyone the description… I crawled out of those damn trenches and watched you murder your kin, I drained your blood and cut myself open so that you could be mortal again. You’re mad at me because I’m back in the army? Fine. But you’re not mortal anymore either. Shit changes Amaria, but my love for you never will.” She took a deep breath through her nose and tried to hold her own tears back. Rubaan stepped closer to, and she looked up at him. 
 
    “I would never give up on you Amaria. I am going through shit darker than the Hells themselves right now, but I keep going because I want to grow old with you and our son. Maybe my skin is made of different… whatever skin is made out of. Maybe this body isn’t even a month old, but this brain, these memories and these feelings in my heart? This pain and love? It is all real Amaria, and you can’t isolate me anymore. I am here, and I love you more than anything, and you need to realize that the… the other Rubaan is not coming back. I’m the same, I will never leave, and you need to get used to that because we are a family.” 
 
    Amaria burst into tears and stood to meet Rubaan. Cautiously, he stepped forward and slowly opened his arms. Between sobs, Amaria nodded at him and as his weeping began again, he wrapped his arms around his wife and son. 
 
    “I am sorry,” She cried, “I was scared, confused…” 
 
    “I still am baby,” Rubaan replied as he gently rubbed the back of her head, “But I promise you I will never abandon you. I am here to stay.” 
 
    At that, the door to the room burst open and a Black Knight hurried in and approached Lady Ladia. She immediately stood, and the soldier spoke. 
 
    “My lady, your daughter is here! She needs you.” 
 
    “Sayraa…” Ladia said as she turned toward the door, “Why are you out of breath soldier.” 
 
    “Emergency… she is… giving birth.” 
 
    “Birth?” Ladia looked to Emerald, who immediately stood. Amaria thrust Roc into a surprised Rubaan’s arms and pulled her hair back as if it were second nature. 
 
    “You’re going?” Rubaan asked, looking from his wife to his mother. Amaria nodded and caressed her husband’s cheek, “Yes. Take care of our son… I love you.” Rubaan smiled, for he felt like he finally had his family back. He held Roc tightly, and Amaria leaned in and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “You taste good,” She joked as she ran to join Ladia and Emerald. Rubaan watched her as she ran and as the ladies exited the room, Rubaan was left alone with Commander Crinnan. The man stood from the table silently and approached his son and grandson. He placed his hand on the side of Rubaan’s head and quickly wrapped them up in a hug. 
 
    “I mean it, son,” Crinnan assured him in as sincere a tone as he could muster, “I love you as much as you love that boy in your arms. Never doubt that, you hear me?” 
 
    “Of course dad,” Rubaan replied. Crinnan squeezed him one final time, hoping to transfer as much love as he could to the boys. He stepped back and took a deep breath to compose himself. 
 
    “Your… true father, Sajinious,” Crinnan mumbled, shaking his head as he did so, “There is much history to the Elf. In truth, he is a remarkable person. He fought the Empire before it was even the Empire… he is an Ancient and is very powerful.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about him?” Rubaan asked as he patted the back of Roc’s fuzzy head. Commander Crinnan circled the table, running his finger across the wood as he did so. He cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses before he looked back up at his son. 
 
    “I have access to the remnants of the Ancient interweb. It is a great wealth of information. Now, I have not had much time to devote to learning how to use it properly and to be honest I rarely know what to search for, but there is so much information on Sajinious Lynx. My son, though it pains me greatly, I feel that you deserve to know who your father truly is. To know what you come from.” 
 
    “Dad I don’t want to hurt you,” Rubaan sighed and looked down at Roc as he rested in his arms. He was curious about the Sajinious person who kept coming up. He wondered if he really had watched over him somehow. He wondered if Sajinious would help break him out of the Hells if the time came, or if that was just for Crinnan. If he were frank, and he wasn’t about to be with his father, he would say that he was very interested in learning more about his real father. 
 
    “Rubaan, I will be fine. I am a tough son of a bitch,” Crinnan took in a deep breath and slapped his son on the shoulder, “I am just glad to get that off my chest after all these years…” 
 
    The door to the conference room opened, and Card and Blaze walked back in. The Jamisos turned to face them, and Card held out his hands, gesturing for them to relax. He stepped up to the father and son and looked both of them over, analyzing the situation he was walking into. 
 
    “I trust your emotions have died down, Commander?” Card asked. Commander Crinnan nodded, and Card looked to Rubaan. 
 
    “A very… unexpected revelation for you I imagine. Lord Crinnan, this information that you have shared, why did you withhold it from the leadership for this long? Do you not understand the implications of having a being such as the legendary Sajinious Lynx allied with Black Knight?” 
 
    “Vice Commander Card, I am the leadership,” Crinnan rebutted, turning to the Elf, “Do not forget that I outrank you, and while I appreciate your concern, I ask that you stay out of my family’s matters.” 
 
    “Commander Crinnan, while you may outrank me, this is my base and Rubaan is one of my soldiers,” Card said coolly, “I trust that you can respect that. If you cannot, I would ask that you return to your own base where your word can go uncontested. For now though, with this recent information, I see it fit to dispatch your son so that he may find Sajinious Lynx and bring him back here. An Ancient of his strength, holding the type of knowledge that he undoubtedly does could turn the tide of this war. If he harbors the… love as you implied, for his twin sons then I have no doubt that he would feel compelled to join our cause.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Crinnan hissed, turning to the Vice Commander, “You want to use my son’s emotions to bring an Ancient here?” 
 
    “I want to use both of your son’s emotions, Commander,” Card replied with a matter-of-fact tone, “As soon as Crinnan returns, he and his brother are to travel to the Belhaasi Weald to fetch Sajinious Lynx and bring him back here. That is an order.” 
 
    Commander Crinnan threw his hands up in defeat and turned away from Card. After a moment of deliberation, he finally nodded his head and turned back around. 
 
    “Fine, but I will go too.” 
 
    “Commander I cannot prevent you, but please if you do go, be wary of your Humaan emotions and do not let them get in the way of your mission.” Crinnan smiled widely at Card. 
 
    “Fuck you, Card.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Card nodded his head and turned to leave, Blaze followed behind, “We do expect Century and Commander Xian to return by morning. Please prepare for your journey. I will instruct Marka Nelson that she is to join you as Rubaan’s master. Have a pleasant evening Jamisos.” Card walked out the door and left the father and son behind.  
 
    “Shithead,” Crinnan muttered when Card was out of the room. He looked at his son and smiled. “Well. Let’s get something to drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Crinnan XXI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    04:00 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Bar the door!” Nora shouted as she desperately worked to pile whatever debris she could find in front of it. The tower was dark and full of molded decay, fixtures and furniture within had collapsed to nothing more than dust and splinters long ago. Large cockroaches crawled through the crumbled ruins and scattered as Crinnan, and his party neared them. 
 
    “They are coming!” She frantically screamed, “They were... everywhere! I cannot fight, I… I...” Nora bent over to grab a fallen beam but it crumbled in her hands and she lost her balance. She tumbled forward and crashed down face first into the rubble. Blood poured from the wound on her stomach and onto her hands, she trembled and cried in pain as she looked at it. 
 
    The fact that she had gotten away from the Reapers alive was something unbelievable. They had impaled her with one of their hydraulic hooks, and even though Sage had cut the line that had skewered her, she still had a gaping hole in her stomach and no NaNe to heal it. 
 
    “Can you help her?” Crinnan quickly turned to Elia and asked. She was one of Century Squads medics, a Faire capable of using healing spells. Or as he had recently learned from Garb and Sage, restorative NaNe abilities. Elia looked down at Nora and began to kneel. 
 
    “She… will not be able!” Nora coughed up a mouthful of blood and turned her head as she spit it away. She was growing closer to bleeding out on the ground by the minute, something needed to be done, “I’ve been purged… by the Reaper. My NaNe is gone; her abilities will be useless on me.” She grimaced and held her long pointed nailed fingers over her wound and turned her head to the side, “I do not... have much time.”  
 
    Crinnan looked around the room for an answer. He was not going to lose another person, not another Ancient. Finally, he had an idea and turned toward Cade. 
 
    “Kiersen, do you have another flood?” 
 
    “Do not call me that,” Cade coldly replied as he glared at his little brother, “And no… all I have are the NaNe I purged from you.” 
 
    “Well give them to her!” Crinnan nearly shouted as his eyes grew wide, “She’s an Ancient, she can help us.” 
 
    “Crinnan, I purged your NaNe so that they could not track you.” Cade reminded him, “That would be extremely… not helpful.” 
 
    “Like they can’t track them in that little tube anyway. Just fucking do it! We need her!” Cade shook his head and knelt down next to Nora. He reached in his pack and pulled out the syringe that he had used to purge Crinnan’s old NaNe. 
 
    “Hold still,” He grumbled at the writhing Ancient. He planted the needle into Nora’s neck and injected the NaNe into her. He tossed the syringe aside before he leaned back and waited. 
 
    “This is going to straight up suck some balls,” Nora groaned as she rested her head against the floor, “I’m getting your NaNe Crinnan. Your memories, your life… it will all be in my head.” 
 
    “Oh,” Crinnan replied grimly. He really didn’t like the sound of that; he didn’t want some stranger to know him on that level. He turned and gave Cade a nervous look, “I wish I had thought of that…” 
 
    “Well if you had a shred of common sense, you would have been able to figure it out for yourself.” Cade snapped back at him. The President didn’t realize that his little brother had grown up to be such a ditz. He rolled his eyes in frustration at the idiot before him and turned away. 
 
    “Come out!” Crinnan quickly spun to face the others as he heard one of the Marauders begin shouting from outside. Everyone looked around nervously at each other and then toward the door at the front of the building. They raised their weapons, squared their stances, and everyone whispered some kind of curse, “King Eon comes, little ones. He is looking for you!” 
 
    “Elia, hurry up and heal her!” Crinnan sharply whispered. He spun his sword in his hand and pulled one of his revolvers from its holster, “We really need her.” 
 
    “I am on it Crinnan,” Elia fell to her knees next to Nora and closed her eyes. She extended her arms and held her hands over the gash in the Ancient Faire’s stomach. 
 
    “Your technique is not good,” Nora groaned as Elia worked to heal her, “Curl your pinky, attach it to your palm to enhance circulation. You are using too much NaNe.” Elia gave the Ancient a flabbergasted look. Was that bitch really criticizing her when she was trying to save her?  
 
    Elia wrinkled her brow, touched the tip of her pinky to her palm, and white light pulsed from her hands and downward into Nora’s wound. Elia realized that Nora had been right; she felt much less of a drain on her power when she used the Ancient’s technique. 
 
    “Defensive positions!” Alec shouted at his team, “Matalo and Flox, upstairs. Dierlok down here with me. Cade, can you take orders?” 
 
    “Nope!” Cade quickly and very confidently replied, “But I will go upstairs with them.” 
 
    “Fine,” Alec turned toward Garb and Freyja. “What can you guys do?” 
 
    “I killed one of the big metal guy things,” Freyja proudly replied, holding out his sword for Alec to see, “I cut his head off with this. People have a lot of blood in them.” 
 
    “He needs some therapy.” Crinnan frowned and looked over at his friend. Alec nodded in agreement and pulled a pistol from his hip.  
 
    “Can you squeeze a trigger?” Alec held the pistol out to Freyja.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” He sounded a bit unsure but grabbed the gun anyway. He looked it over in his hands and held the barrel up to his eye. 
 
    “Nope!” Crinnan reached out and snatched the pistol from Freyja. He handed it back to Alec and nodded at the sword that the boy had set down. 
 
    “Use that,” Crinnan ordered, “No guns for psychos.” 
 
    “Grandpa?” Alec asked as he turned to Dauid, “You have been surprisingly quiet this whole time. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m just stayin’ the Hells out of your way son,” Dauid replied as he shook his head and held his palms out, “I’ll leave the fighting to the fighters. Truth is though, I am scared to shit of what is going on right now. I've never been in a situation like this in all my years... You got something you need me to do?” 
 
    “Just stay alive,” Alec answered with a worried smile, “I don’t want to lose you yet. I just finally found you again.” Dauid moved his mask out of the way and popped a cigarette in his mouth. He lit it, took a drag and nodded at his grandson.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” He wore a cheeky grin and Alec handed him his pistol. Dauid took hold of it with his good hand and grabbed a wrench from his belt with his better hand, “You know son, I’m gettin’ old. I can’t keep doing this living thing forever.”  
 
    "In my eyes, you can Papa," Alec reached out and grabbed his grandfather's old shoulder. Too much of his life had been wasted without the old man. He wanted to make sure the two had some kind of future together. 
 
    “Demon!” the sound of the Marauder shouting broke everyone's concentration. Alec and Dauid ducked down, and Crinnan turned toward one of the windows. He was sick of hearing that name; even the Marauders were using it, “Let’s see what you look like boy!” There was laughter outside, and a couple of Marauders whooped, “Let’s see what King Eon is so desperate to find!” Crinnan readied his rifle and looked down at Elia. 
 
    “How is she?” He asked as he stood over her. 
 
    “I am fine,” Nora replied with an angry-sounding tone. She held her head between her hands and rocked back and forth for a moment. Elia had healed her wound nicely, Crinnan could see the scar through the hole in her shirt. When Nora finally opened her eyes and stopped rocking, she shook her head angrily and gave Crinnan an angry look. 
 
    “There was somebody in your fucking head, boy!” She scowled and pushed herself up off the ground, “What kind of shit were you mixed up in to have two NaNe images in your network? He will not shut the fuck up!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Crinnan ran his fingers through his hair as he remembered Eshan the Govian. He had completely forgotten about him, or rather he had not expected Eshan to transfer to Nora. Weirdly, Crinnan felt relieved that Eshan was fine, “Look he’s probably really mad. Tell him I’m sorry; his name is Eshan.” 
 
    “He says he can fucking hear you,” Nora stood to her feet and cocked her head as she listened, “He… knows it was not your fault… he does not hate you he says. Well, he says he does for killing him, but he does not for losing him.” 
 
    “Shut up Eshan.” Crinnan snickered, “Nora, can you fight… this Eon?” 
 
    “Not a damn chance in the deepest Hell," She shook her head and glanced toward the window that Crinnan was looking at, “Eon is far beyond anything that I could ever dream of handling. Sage may have been able to, but he was the only Ancient in this area who could have, even Xydos... Sage's older brother was too weak.” 
 
    “Fucking Sage,” Crinnan groaned. If he were the only person capable of fighting Eon then why had he given up his life so quickly? Even if Crinnan had died or been captured, Sage could have at least saved the others, “The damn idiot Elf.” 
 
    “Most times I would agree with you,” Nora replied with a shrug, “But as cheesy as it may sound, he truly cared about you. That is why… well, Crinnan if we survive this together, I know everything. I can read your entire story now. I know what happened to you… in Hell, and I know why it happened, and I know why Sage got involved.” 
 
    “Great," Crinnan replied, “If we don't get slaughtered then sure, we can talk afterward.” At that, he shouldered his rifle, ducked down and hurried forward to join Alec at the window. 
 
    “We are probably going to die," Crinnan plainly told his friend. He in truth did not see any way out of their situation, even if there was a way for them to kill Eon themselves, they had a whole army of Marauders outside. Crinnan thought of the Thirst-stricken Vampre and the sword-armed beasts as well. Centurions or not, how could they stand against it all? “The Ancient can't do anything. Eon is probably going to kill us all." 
 
    “Well, I can’t think of anyone I would rather die beside,” Alec smiled and slapped his childhood friend on the back. Seeing him again gave him a rush, it made him feel undefeatable. Alec felt like there was no way they wouldn’t survive. Crinnan on the other hand though that Alec was unrealistically sunny about it. 
 
    “I don't want to die with anybody,” he mumbled in response, “Sorry, but I'd much rather live... I guess we wait now?” 
 
    "Now we wait." Alec reached out and fist-bumped his friend, and the two peaked out the window in front of them. 
 
    “Don’t make us come in there after you!” One of the Marauders shouted after a moment. Crinnan could see them through the dirty brittle glass window. Marauders filled the yard outside and stretched all the way back beyond the trees. They had already begun dismantling Dauid's HAPT. As he looked over at Alec's grandfather, he saw that the old man was visibly angered as he watched, “We’re gettin’ hungry!” 
 
    “By the Brothers, they’re so annoying," a flustered and angry Matalo shouted from the second story. Crinnan looked behind him and saw Matalo standing on the mezzanine. He lifted his grenade launcher and aimed it toward an open window, "Get ready boys and girls!" He shouted as a mischievous grin spread across his face. 
 
    "Eat this you dick munchers!” at that, Matalo launched a grenade through the open window. Crinnan watched as it landed on top of a group of the marauders outside and exploded. Half a dozen bodies were thrown by the blast and the entrails of the unlucky one that the grenade had hit rained down on the rest of them. 
 
    “Pissboy bitches!” He belted a laugh and fired again, “Ain’t one of you worth half a pig’s dick!” His barrage continued, and the Marauders scattered in all directions. Flox and Cade quickly joined Matalo and began firing their rifles down at the mass of bodies below. They were able to pick off as many as they wanted due to their sheer numbers, every bullet they fired found a target. In Flox's case, his bullets sometimes found multiple targets. 
 
    Downstairs, Dierlok was able to take out three Marauders that had charged toward the door. He fired his weapon out the window he hid behind, making easy work of the untrained nomads. 
 
    “We do not need tactics with these guys!” Dierlok shouted, with a laugh, “They are completely damn useless, just moving targets! ” He fired two more shots from his carbine and then pulled out another magazine.  
 
    “Hey, kid!" Dierlok shouted over at Freyja who was just idly standing in the middle of the room as if nothing important was happening, “Come here! Take these!" Dierlok tossed the boy three full magazines, “Give me one when I tell you. Be my second set of eyes, okay?” Freyja nodded and knelt next to Dierlok.  
 
    The boy bit his lower lip eagerly as he watched the bodies outside become littered with bullets. The blood was fascinating to him; he observed how it splashed when the Marauders got shot, how they howled and writhed in pain on the ground. His body tingled at the sight of it all, and he wanted to help. Freyja wanted to feel the euphoria of killing for in truth, killing the reaper was the first time he had felt anything in years. 
 
    “There sure are a fuck ton of them!” Matalo's voice boomed from his position. He launched another grenade and turned his head toward Flox, “We got enough ammo?” 
 
    “No,” Flox softly replied, “Please be quiet Matalo, I am concentrating.” 
 
    “Ah, shit!" Matalo ignored Flox and tossed his grenade launcher aside. He pulled his pistol, aimed and opened fire. A few of his shots hit their mark, but he quickly spent his magazine and growled, “Reloading! Flox, take out those guys running toward the door.” Flox adjusted his weapon, took aim and fired two consecutive shots. 
 
    “I am out," Flox sighed. Commander Crinnan had not supplied them with enough ammunition for the kind of defense they were being forced to mount. Flox did not blame him though, for to be able to defend against an army, they would have needed an entire armory, “Cade, one more running toward the door. He's fast; kill him.”  
 
    “I already got him, thanks,” Cade replied, firing his rifle. The bullet struck the ground next to the Marauder, and Cade groaned, “Missed,” He fired, and again could not hit his target. “Goddess, he’s slippery.” 
 
    “You are not good at this, give it to me," Flox commanded as he reached out. Cade tossed the sniper his Ancient rifle, and Flox quickly zeroed in on and put a bullet through the Marauder’s left eye. 
 
    “Thank you,” Flox held the rifle back out to Cade, but the President held up his hands and shook his head as he drew his sidearm. 
 
    “Go ahead. You seem better with it than I am. That rifle is self-sufficient, it uses NaNe to create ammunition from material around you. I will cover you.” He looked out his window and cursed as he saw a troop of Maas'Eon charging toward the tower, “Those things… Guys, be careful downstairs! The sword arm naked monster things are here!”  
 
    Four Maas’Eon emerged from the woods running at full speed, and then another two followed behind them. Their feet barely made a sound as they ran, but they hissed and growled as they neared the tower. They held their blade-arms ready to strike as they charged toward Crinnan and his party. 
 
    “Kill those things now!” Cade shouted at Flox, “Fucking hurry.” 
 
    Flox fired a shot into one of the Maas’Eon’s heads, and it fell down dead. He aimed and hit another in the chest. The Maas’Eon stumbled backward for a few seconds but quickly found its balance and continued running, wailing as it did so. 
 
    “It seems that they do not die right," Flox observed, “Only headshots kill them.” 
 
    “Well shoot them in the head then!” Matalo shouted as he loaded another magazine into his pistol, “That’s your damn job!” 
 
    “By the Brothers, what the fuck are those!” Dierlok fearfully shouted as he began to rapidly squeeze the trigger of his carbine, “They will not go down!” 
 
    “Head, dammit!” Matalo belted from upstairs, “Shoot them in the head Dierlok!” 
 
    Dierlok quickly adjusted his aim and took one down. Sweat dripped down his face, and he scowled with fury as he moves his weapon toward the next one. The Centurion was not fast enough. A Maas’Eon dove through the window head first, howling a terrible battle cry and quickly planted its blades into Dierlok’s chest. Dierlok dropped his rifle as he and the beast crashed to the ground behind him. 
 
    He couldn't breathe, he could barely scream. Blood gushed out of his mouth and the wounds in his chest, but he wouldn't give up. He snatched his knife from its sheath and planted it into the neck of the Maas'Eon, stabbing wildly as it tore into him.  
 
    The blood of the monster spilled out all over him and mixed with his own, and it collapsed on top of Dierlok’s shredded chest. He tried to breathe, but there was nothing left of his lungs. Instead, the Centurion heaved the beast off of him, grabbed his rifle and pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    Freyja watched in utter amazement as the soldier limped forward and opened fire on another of the Maas'Eon. Dierlok's chest had been torn completely open, and Freyja could see his splintered ribs. Dierlok staggered in place, and as he spent his magazine, he tossed his gun down and drew his sword as he faced off against the next monster  
 
    The Maas'Eon snarled, and with all his strength, Dierlok lunged for its neck. The creature moved to the side, and as the nearly dead Centurion stumbled past, it swung its blade arm down, cutting clean through the back of Dierlok's head.  
 
    Dierlok crashed to the ground. What remained of his brains leaked out what was left of his head and a puddle of blood quickly pooled beneath him. Freyja looked up at the Maas'Eon, and it seemed to smile at him as it raised its blades and stepped toward the boy. 
 
    "Fuck you, weird-ass! " Crinnan suddenly appeared from behind the creature, sword in hand. He drove the point of his blade through the back of its skull and pushed it aside. Quickly, he took hold of Freyja and dragged him away from the window. 
 
    "Stop getting into trouble!" Crinnan screamed as he launched the kid away from danger, "Be smart, shithead!" Crinnan frowned at him and hurried to take Dierlok's old position. 
 
    Alec glanced over at the mess of meat that was once Vaan Dierlok and shook his head grimly. That was the second Centurion who had died under his care, and it filled him with a rage he had never felt before. He wished the day were over; he wanted to go home. 
 
    “More!” Crinnan shouted as he fired on a Maas'Eon who was trying to come through the window. He hit it in the head just as another one dove in from behind it. Its arm blade sliced Crinnan across the back, and he groaned and spun, immediately pulling his trigger. None of the bullets made contact with the Maas’Eon’s head, and the weapon ran out of ammo. He threw the gun at the beast and painfully drew his sword. 
 
    “Alec!” Crinnan shouted as he parried an onslaught of berserked attacks, “Help!” Alec gave up his position and charged toward the two, quickly blasting the Maas’Eon's head into nothing with his shotgun. He pumped the gun again and realized he too was out of ammunition. 
 
    “Shit!” He tossed the gun down and drew his axe. As he saw that the situation had temporarily eased up, he gritted his teeth and checked his team's position. 
 
    "Fall back!" He roared, "to the stairs!"  
 
    Everyone ran toward the rally point, and those with firearms did a quick weapons check. “Anyone have any more ammo?” Alec asked as he looked around.  
 
    “I have these,” Freyja handed over the magazines Dierlok had given him, “They go to his gun.” He pointed down at the corpse of Dierlok and Crinnan handed the rifle he had retrieved to Alec. 
 
    “Alright, Elia, climb the stairs and pick them off. Crinnan and I will hold down the fort right here. If they get too close, we go up. Ancient girl… are you of any use?” 
 
    “Give me a sword,” Nora replied, “I do not have any of my old NaNe abilities, but I can fight with a sword.” Elia quickly hurried over and picked up Dierlok’s dropped sword. She ran back and handed it to Nora. Crinnan pulled one of his pistols out with his left hand and held his sword with his right.  
 
    “They're back!” Alec suddenly shouted. He slapped Crinnan on the shoulder and pointed to his old position. From the lack of gunfire, the Marauders had pushed and advanced to the windows. Crinnan fired his pistol at the ones coming through on the left, Elia covered the ones on the right. For a moment, it stopped them. But while the number of bullets they had was limited, it seemed that the Marauders were infinite. 
 
    “Racon tower," Cade screamed into his communicator, “Land on the roof of Racon Tower we need immediate extraction!" He flipped his communicator shut and ran to the stairs. 
 
    “We have evac coming!” He shouted down at the others, “We need to get to the roof!” 
 
    “You heard him, everyone, evac is inbound!” Alec shouted, “Everyone get upstairs now; we are heading to the roof!” 
 
    As the group turned to run, the doors to the tower burst open, and Marauders began pouring inside. Those who still had ammo opened fire on the horde as they scrambled up the stairs. 
 
    The Marauders moved quickly toward them. Nobody had time to think, they barely had time to run. As Crinnan, Alec, Elia, and Garb hurried, they realized that the others were not with them. Garb searched frantically for Freyja and saw that the boy stood petrified at the foot of the stairs. Quickly, he pulled Elia’s sword from its scabbard at her side and charged toward the boy. 
 
    “Run, Freyja!” He shouted as he neared the child. He was desperate to ensure that no harm came to him. Just as soon as he had scaled the steps and was at Freyja’s side, the Marauders were on top of them. 
 
    “Back!” Garb shouted as he swung the sword haphazardly at Eon’s army, “Back I say!” Freyja seemed to snap out of his trance by the sudden appearance of Garb and saw Nora and Dauid waving him over from a door across the room.  
 
    The boy took off in a full sprint, and Garb formed a relieved smile on his face. Just as Nora and Dauid grabbed Freyja and pulled him inside the room they were hiding in; the Marauders began thrusting their weapons into Garb’s body. 
 
    “Live, my boy!” Garb screamed as the blades cut in and out of his body, “Live and find your joy!” He screamed a shrill cry of pain and tried to swing his sword, but the agony was too much for him to bear. The blade fell from his fingers, and he dropped to his knees just as an axe split his skull in two. Garb fell over onto the floor, finally dead after a millennium. Dauid and Nora closed the door to the room they were in, and the Black Knights fired on the endless sea of Marauders. 
 
    “Grandpa no!” Alec screamed as he began to run back toward the stairs. Crinnan grabbed his arm and pulled him back, firing his pistol as he did so. 
 
    “Come on!” he yelled, forcing his friend to move, “He will be fine, he is with Nora!” A panic-stricken Alec looked back and forth from the door that his grandfather disappeared behind, to the stairs that led to the higher floors. With a cry of defeat, he reluctantly joined the others and pressed onward. 
 
    “They’re moving so fucking fast!” Matalo shouted as he fired his sidearm behind him, striking a Marauder square in the chest, “Fuck it! Take cover everyone!” At that, he pulled an impact grenade from his rig and armed it. After shooting down a couple of Marauders that dared get too close, he tossed the grenade, and it exploded on the stairs, sending black mold covered debris in all directions. The stairs collapsed, and at the very least, the Marauder’s progress was slowed. 
 
    “Get your fucking asses moving!” Matalo spat, furious with the situation he was in, “We need to get on top of this Ancient piece of shit so we can get the Hells out of here.” 
 
    Matalo ran ahead, Cade and Flox followed close behind. Alec stared back the way they came, knowing that his grandfather was still downstairs. He wanted to go back, but he knew that there was no way for him to get to the ground level. Even if he could, Matalo had destroyed the way up. Elia shook her head and gently pushed on Alec’s chest. 
 
    “You have to trust that he will be okay," She softly encouraged, “He is with the Ancient girl. If anyone can protect him, she can.” 
 
    Alec sighed, and Crinnan grabbed his arm, “So fucking move, man!" he pulled Alec in the direction that Matalo and the others had run. Alec knew they were right; there was nothing he could do to help. He finally gave in and hurried away with his friends. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sarasin XIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    20:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    The baby was wrapped in a blanket that Emerald had found and slept peacefully in his mother's arms. Sarasin had been weakened by the delivery, and her sore body felt like it had become one with the bed that it rested on. The only noise that Eliss made was the sound of his steady breathing, which sent waves of comfort and peace through his mother. 
 
    The room had been cleared, and everyone had left Sarasin and Eliss with some time to bond. She stared down at his closed eyes, his flaky face and soft red hair and could only smile. It had been the first time she had felt a moment of true peace since before she met Korros so many years prior. She looked at her son and decided that it had all not been in vain however painful and scarring it had been.  
 
    The boy's life, the real child who rested in her arms, was worth a hundred lifetimes of pain and suffering to her. At that moment Sarasin knew that every night she had spent weeping alone, that every blade she had dragged across her skin, that every soul she had banished to the Hells led up to Eliss' return to her. She realized that in spite of her seemingly unending pain, she had been on the right path all along. She kissed the child on his soft forehead, and a tear fell from her eye to his cheek.  
 
    "Never again," she promised her son, "Never will I let anyone hurt you." 
 
    The door to her room gently opened, and two faces peaked inside. Sarasin smiled at the cautious looks that her father and brother were wearing and waved them in. They straightened up and slowly stepped inside, Rubaan turned and softly closed the door behind him. 
 
    "He is real," her father whispered as he approached his daughter and grandson. He knelt down and carefully examined the baby. He ran his fingers over Eliss' soft red hair and couldn't help but gently laugh. He smiled and let out a low, delighted sigh, but his face turned serious as he looked to Sarasin. 
 
    "What is going on?" he asked in a tone that suggested he was afraid. "When I last saw you, you weren't..." 
 
    "I don't know daddy," Sarasin closed her eyes tight and rested her head on the pillow behind her, "I was normal, and then I was giving birth. Something unexplainable is going on." 
 
    "Is it... evil?" Commander Crinnan asked with an anxious tone. Sarasin replied with a shake of her head. 
 
    "No daddy," she looked down at Eliss and sighed. "This is something good."  
 
    “You can tell him," Little Sarasin suddenly appeared next to her, though only Sarasin was capable of seeing her, "Tell him the truth, that God returned our son to you. That he is real, that..." 
 
    "Enough!" Sarasin snapped. Little Sarasin went quiet and Rubaan, and Commander Crinnan looked at each other with confused expressions. Sarasin shook her head and faked a smile in front of her father and brother. 
 
    "Things are in play that I could have never imagined or predicted," she explained, trying to be careful with her words, "This world is evolving, I can feel it. Something is happening, and it is going to change everything." She leaned down and kissed the top of Eliss' head, and she felt a wave of anxiety crash over her. She believed her words, she knew that there was some kind of truth behind Little Sarasin's claims, but she didn't want any of it to be true. At that point, all she wanted was Eliss. 
 
    "Well, he is beautiful," Commander Crinnan smiled and gently rested his calloused, leathery hand on his daughter's cheek, "And you are home now. While things may get difficult before they smooth out, I promise you everything will one day be okay." 
 
    Sarasin leaned her face into her father's hand and bit her lower lip. In spite of her moment of peace, she was afraid of everything that was going on. Her father's support and love gave her comfort in a way that Korros, Prince Lazarus or even Eryc never could.  
 
    As she thought of everything that was going on, of everything that had happened to her, she felt herself start to break down. She cried softly in front of her father and brother; her emotions were running wild. She felt shame and anger, sadness and regret. At the same, she was filled with joy and love, hope and happiness. She looked forward to the rest of her life: to watch her son grow and to fully reunite with her family. She was ready for Bishop General Sarasin Fyr to burn away and for Sayraa Jamiso to rise from the ashes.  
 
    "Another Jamiso boy," Rubaan joyfully laughed as he looked down at the baby, "Eliss Jamiso. May the brothers help him." The three of them laughed together. Sarasin was able to forego her tears for a moment, and Commander Crinnan slapped his son's back.  
 
    "I love you all, my children," he said, looking at Rubaan and Sarasin, "All of you," he patted Rubaan on the back, and Rubaan thought back to their conversation earlier. He choked back his emotions and nodded his head as he cleared his throat. 
 
    "To see you living, breathing... to know you are home and safe," he smiled and clapped his hands together, "Now if only we could convince that stupid Cade... Kierson to come home." 
 
    "Wait, you know about Cade?" Sarasin asked, surprised at her father's revelation. Commander Crinnan winked at her and crossed his arms. 
 
    "Who the Hells do you think I am little girl?" Crinnan smirked, looking back and forth between his kids, "I knew about you and Kierson all along. Your mother and I had to keep your, ridiculous name and career changes to ourselves... to protect you guys. We thought it was the right thing to do, and... Well, I still think it was." 
 
    "I understand," Sarasin assured him. She thought over all the times she had buried his activities from the eyes of the Empire, of how she had on occasion fudged numbers and rerouted Govian forces away from those of Black Knight. She wondered if her father had done the same for her, "It does not help your situation as a political and military leader if your children are working for or conspiring with your greatest enemy." She sighed and closed her eyes, "I am sorry daddy, I know it means nothing, but I had to do everything I did to survive." 
 
    "My beautiful girl," Commander Crinnan smiled proudly and leaned down to plant a kiss on her forehead, "You are a powerful woman. Your great life has not even begun yet." 
 
    The door to the room suddenly opened, and the Jamisos turned to watch Vice Commander Card enter with his entourage. His brisk gait suggested he meant business and the armed soldiers behind him reinforced that idea. Commander Crinnan stepped away from his daughter and planted his feet in front of Card, preventing him from moving any closer. 
 
    "Card," Commander Crinnan declared, locking eyes with the Vice Commander, "What are you doing here, have you come to see my new grandson?" 
 
    "Bishop General Sarasin Fyr," Card ignored Crinnan and stepped around him, "You are hereby under arrest for your crimes against Black Knight and the people of Duraan," he turned to his entourage and directed them, "Heal her, and take her to the jail." 
 
    "Card, no. Not right now," Crinnan protested with his hands held outward, "Please give her time with her child, she is not ready for..." 
 
    "Not ready?" Card sharply repeated as he turned toward Crinnan, "The thousands of Knights and civilians of Base 17 were not ready when her forces slaughtered and imprisoned them last year. The people of Canrom City were not ready when she blasted them to nothingness only yesterday. Your daughter is a dangerous criminal, and for our safety, she needs to be apprehended. Those were the terms of her asylum, were they not?" 
 
    "Those were the terms," Crinnan affirmed, "But I am telling you that now is not the appropriate time. Allow her the night and tomorrow we can discuss..." 
 
    "Commander, I granted her an hour, more than fair considering her sins. I did that out of consideration for you and your family, do not test my generosity. There is no more discussion to be had," Card hissed and took a step closer, "Do not interfere any further or we will be forced to remove you from the situation." 
 
    Commander Crinnan frowned and drew his sword. The sound of metal scraping against the scabbard filled the room, and he held the blade between Card and the bed which Sarasin rested on. Rubaan in a sudden panic drew his as well, not entirely sure what he should do with it. The Knights behind Card raised their rifles and Card rolled his eyes. 
 
    "Lower your weapons," he instructed them, waving his hand through the air, "Commander Crinnan is no danger to us. He is a devout and respected Black Knight and would do nothing to jeopardize his position... though he is Humaan and needs a moment to allow his rash emotions to subside." 
 
    "Come back in the morning," Commander Crinnan slowly growled, "That is an order." 
 
    "Father, stop," Sarasin's voice caused everyone to turn toward her. Her tone demanded attention for she spoke with authority and confidence. As she held her child with one arm, she grimaced and pushed herself up with the other. 
 
    "I understood what coming here meant for me, father," her voice lacked the fear that his did, she seemed resigned to whatever fate Card and the council had in mind for her, "While I do not wish to die or suffer lifelong imprisonment, I know that either may lie in store for me. I have done terrible things, and someone must hold me accountable." 
 
    "I just got you back," Commander Crinnan argued as he clenched his teeth and squeezed the handle of his sword, "I'm not ready to let go again." 
 
    "You do not have to daddy. Put your sword away," Sarasin ordered and turned her head toward Rubaan, "Both of you. They are not your enemies."  
 
    Ladia, Emerald and Amaria walked into the room, and all three breathed a different curse. Ladia and Amaria both stomped over to their husbands, vehement with them and Emerald walked up to Card. A slew of shouting and reprimands were hurled at everyone in the room, and Crinnan finally lowered his weapon. 
 
    "Vice Commander, a minute with my family if you please," Emerald asked. Card huffed at her, but with a slight nod of his head he and his entourage turned and walked toward the door. 
 
    "Five minutes," he ordered as he stood in the entrance of the domicile, "No more." He turned and walked out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "What has gotten into you?" Ladia hissed at her husband. Her eyes burned with anger, and she slapped him on his shoulder, "What compelled you to draw your sword?" 
 
    "Ladia, he would not listen to reason," Crinnan replied as he sheathed his weapon. "I needed to..." 
 
    "Flex?" Ladia finished his sentence for him, "Show your strength? What in Hells is wrong with you?" Crinnan looked away and shook his head. He was mildly confident he could have put up a fight against Card but entirely sure he would stand no chance against his wife. He sighed and turned toward Sarasin. 
 
    "And another thing," Ladia grabbed his shoulder and spun him around, "What you did back there in the admin building, how you so indignantly declared in front of Rubaan and Card the truth about his... biological father, was completely out of line. You hurt me, Crinnan." The commander cocked his head and closed his eyes. His face scrunched up in a look of repressed anger, and he spoke. 
 
    "Wait, I hurt you?" he nearly laughed as he took a step back and looked around the room, "I hurt you. Great, I am so sorry that I didn't consider your feelings when I told my son that he wasn't mine. Please forgive me for my wild transgression against you!" 
 
    "It was tactless and uncalled for," Ladia growled, her face twisted as she fought back the tears, "That was not the place, that was not the way..." 
 
    "And Exgrane was not the place; Sage was not your husband!" Crinnan shouted as blood rushed to his face, "I will not be made the bad guy here, you are the one who opened your legs for him! I didn't thrust him inside of you!" Ladia stared at Crinnan with a shocked and furious look on her face but had no words to accompany them. She looked back and forth at the mortified expressions of everyone in the room, shook her head, and hurried out the door. 
 
    "It has been twenty-four years, Crinnan," Emerald hurled at him as she turned to follow her sister, "You need to let it go, or go away." She stomped out the door, leaving Amaria behind with the others. 
 
    Commander Crinnan looked at Rubaan and Sarasin, and then to Amaria. He wore a look of defeat and rubbed his face with his hands. When he realized he did not have any words to express his anger or embarrassment, he found a chair and took a seat. 
 
    “I hope for both of your sakes that you two learn the importance of fidelity,” Crinnan’s voice dripped with exhaustion. He, of course, was speaking to Amaria and Rubaan and looked back and forth between them as he did, “Learn to trust each other and to never keep secrets. Otherwise, in a few years, you will look like me…” Neither of them responded, and Sarasin sighed as she got off her bed and stood. She had decided that it was time to say her goodbyes. 
 
    “Glad to see everyone is getting along so well,” she sneered as she placed Eliss into Amaria’s arms. She stroked her baby’s hair and gently kissed him on his forehead. “Mommy loves you, little boy… thank you for everything.” With a final squeeze of his little hand, she looked up at Amaria. 
 
    “It was lovely to meet you, please take care of my brother and send love to little Roc. I hope I may one day meet him.” Amaria nodded, and Sarasin turned to Rubaan. 
 
    “My dear brother,” He opened his arms, and she walked into them. As he closed them around her, he planted a kiss on her temple.  
 
    “Thank you for always being there for me, little Rubii.” She rested her head on his shoulder, and he squeezed her tight, “Never stop being you because you are perfect.” She gently kissed his cheek and stepped toward her father. 
 
    “Daddy, I am sorry you are going through so much,” Sarasin pursed her lips together and bent over so that she was face to face with the seated man, “And I am sorry for leaving you all these years. I wish I had been able to find a different path, one that could have led me home to you…”  
 
    Commander Crinnan stood and embraced his daughter, “You are a remarkable woman, little Sayraa,” He whispered into her ear, struggling to keep his emotions under control, “I don’t give a damn about anything you’ve ever done. You will always be my baby girl.”  
 
    “I love you, Daddy,” He kissed the top of her head, and for a moment she felt like a little girl again. She felt comfortable and safe, and everything she had truly missed out on became clear to her.  
 
    She thought she was going to be strong, that she was going to go into custody with her head held high. Instead, she dug her fingers into the back of her father’s tunic and buried her head in his chest. 
 
    “I am scared,” She whispered, “Daddy I am so scared.” 
 
    “Hush, love," Commander Crinnan stroked her hair and rubbed her back with his free hand. She held onto the fabric of his tunic tightly, knowing that when she let go, she would have to be a grown up and face the world again. 
 
    “You are home now,” Crinnan whispered, “I will make certain that you are taken care of. Trust daddy, okay?” He felt her nodding her head on his tear-soaked chest and then gave her head one final kiss as she pulled away.  
 
    “Come on then, my love,” Crinnan reached out and wiped a tear from her eye before he grabbed his daughter’s hand, “Let’s go see Lord Card.” He guided her through the door and out into the street. Ladia stood with her arms crossed listening to Emerald comfort her and Vice-Commander Card stood near them with his entourage. As Commander Crinnan appeared with Sarasin, Ladia looked up and walked over to them. 
 
    “You are ready?” she asked her daughter. Sarasin nodded at her mother and was quickly wrapped up in her arms.  
 
    “I still love you; you know that right?” Ladia choked as she held her daughter close, “I need you to get through this, I need to be able to forgive you one day… go, atone for your sins and bring my daughter back to me.” She released Sarasin and kissed her on the forehead. Sarasin nodded and stepped away, but Ladia called out to her. 
 
    “And Sayraa, do not forget to sing your mother’s song.” Sarasin gave her mother a faint smile and Card’s men approached her. 
 
    “Have you had adequate time to say your peace?” Card asked as he stepped up to the former Bishop General. Sarasin met his gaze and nodded her head, extending her hands toward him in submission. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Very well, then by the authority bestowed upon me by the countless souls of Black Knight, I place you under arrest for your crimes against Duraan. Silence is your right, you have the right to representation, and you are henceforth a prisoner of Black Knight Base 21. Do you have any questions regarding your rights?” 
 
    “Where is Gerard, my guard?” She asked, “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Your friend has been taken to the infirmary and then will be questioned," Card replied, “His fate will be determined by his cooperation. Do you have any further questions?” 
 
    “No," Sarasin replied, she hoped that Gerard would be okay. 
 
    “Very well, then by…” Card stopped as an exasperated soldier ran up to him. He cocked his head, and the soldier stopped, panting for air. 
 
    “Lord Card,” The soldier gasped, “In the valley, Govia is here… in force.” 
 
    “Govia?” Card repeated as he looked toward his prisoner. He stepped up to her and grabbed her by the throat, squeezing as he pushed her backward. “What have you done!” 
 
    “N... nothing!” She choked. Her eyes grew wide, and Commander Crinnan rushed forward, “I promise!” 
 
    “Let her go!” Crinnan shouted as he swatted Card’s hand away. He put himself in between Card and his daughter and pointed a finger between the Vice-Commander's, “Do not lay another finger on her!” 
 
    Card took a breath as he composed himself and turned back toward the panting soldier, “How many are out there?” 
 
    “Sir it is an army, thousands.”  
 
    “Thousands?” Card whispered. He rubbed his chin and pointed at Sarasin, “How did they get here, Bishop?” 
 
    “I… I imagine that they tracked me," She replied, “They tracked my NaNe… I know that this mountain most likely hides my signal but they know I am nearby and Prince Lazarus saw me board a Black Knight vessel. They most likely are hoping to wipe you out and take me back to the Empire.” 
 
    “Would they turn around if I delivered you to them?” Card asked. 
 
    “No,” Sarasin shook her head and looked down at her feet, “If there are thousands of Govians outside then they are intent on finding and killing you all.” 
 
    Card stood and thought for a moment and then turned to Commander Crinnan, “Lord Crinnan, Lady Emerald, I ask that you come with me. Sarasin is to remain here under my soldier’s guard. We will assess the situation and determine the most logical course of action,” Crinnan and Emerald stepped forward, and Crinnan motioned for Rubaan to join.  
 
    “Do not try anything in my absence,” Card warned Sarasin, “We will return shortly.” At that, he and the others hurried away, leaving Ladia and Amaria behind with Sarasin and Card's entourage. Ladia stepped forward and faced her daughter. 
 
    “Sayraa, please tell me that this is not your doing?” she said in a careful tone, “You did not bring them here did you?” 
 
    “No mother,” Sarasin replied, “Not intentionally. Though I have no doubt that they are here for me.” 
 
    “I suppose Base 21 could not have remained hidden forever,” Ladia frowned and crossed her arms. Sarasin watched her pace back and forth, clearly frustrated and anxious about the whole situation. Finally, she turned to Sarasin and looked like she was about to speak, but a look of confusion spread over her face.  
 
    “Who… who is that?” Ladia asked. She seemed to be looking next to Sarasin, not at her. Sarasin looked down and saw that Little Sarasin was standing next to her. She gasped as she realized that the two were looking directly at one another. 
 
    “You can see her?” Sarasin’s eyes grew wide, and she looked back and forth between her mother and the ghost of her child self. She realized that Ladia could, in fact, see her and a sudden burden seemed to be lifted from her shoulders. It was all real. 
 
    “Mommy,” Little Sarasin called out, “I am so happy to see you.” 
 
    Ladia’s face went pale and as she mumbled confused words her eyes rolled back into her head. She took a wobbly step forward and collapsed onto the ground, unconscious. Card’s soldiers hurried over, and Sarasin looked down at her younger self and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Ema’as III 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    13:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    “So, you are a High Vampre then?” Ema’as asked as Daanel drove the truck through the Canruusi Wastes. Up to that point, he had mostly been silent, “You have gone through the Thirst already?” 
 
    “A very long time ago, love,” he beamed a glimmering smile at her, “or at least for me it was a long time ago.” 
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    “Younger than most of the other High Vampre," Daanel confessed, “I was turned back in 302. At the time, I was twenty years old.”  
 
    Ema’as thought it over for a moment. “So, you are sixty-four years old then?”  
 
    “No," Daanel snickered gently and showed off his pearly white teeth, “Sixty-four. How old are you?” 
 
    “Nineteen," Ema’as replied, “I was turned just a few days ago.” 
 
    “Nineteen…” Daanel repeated, “Oh to be young again.” 
 
    “But you don’t grow old," Ema’as observed, “Aren’t you always young?” 
 
    Daanel smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose in a sense, yes that would be an accurate statement. Tell me, were you turned by a High Vampre or simply exposed to the Thirst?” 
 
    “It was another Thirst stricken Vampre,” Ema’as explained as she pulled her tarp closer, “His name was Yarik. He and I escaped Eon… our captivity together and ended up here.” 
 
    “Interesting, what became of this Yarik?” Daanel asked. 
 
    “I killed him,” Ema’as confessed, “He was a creep.” 
 
    “Reason enough, I suppose,” Daanel shrugged again and kept his eye on the terrain ahead of them, “So, humor me, do you have any idea where we might be going?” 
 
    Ema’as had been wondering that since she first got in the truck with him. She saw only the seemingly unending wastes and had no idea where Daanel could have been going. Yarik had tried to get them to the coast so that they could get to North Barus and hopefully find sanctuary. Ema’as continued that quest, though she had no idea how close to the ocean they had gotten.  
 
    “Are we going to North Barus?” She asked. Daanel shook his head and shifted in his seat. 
 
    “A logical assumption, though no we are not. I suppose now that I am your master, I can tell you a bit about myself and what I do. I am one of Canrom’s few High Vampre. Being among the youngest of my clan, I am by no means an authority to anyone but fledglings like yourself. My role in my clan is to find people like you and bring them to the council, that they may be judged worthy or not.” 
 
    “Worthy?” Ema’as repeated, “Like, worthy of joining your clan?” 
 
    “No, child.” Daanel replied with a hint of a smile, “Worthy to live.” Ema’as’ face lost its color, and she held her tarp tighter. She, of course, hoped that she would be judged worthy of living, the thought of being murdered seemed like a terrible conclusion to everything she had experienced.  
 
    The truck rolled over a hill to reveal more wasteland. As far as she could see, Ema’as saw the ruined plains of Canrom and wondered if she would ever leave that place. She had heard stories of things like beaches and cities and forests but as far back as she could remember she had lived in the Canruusi Wastes. Her life had always consisted of traveling from camp to camp plundering and killing as she did.          
 
    She could skin a person a hundred different ways and knew thousands of uses for any kind of trash that anyone else would typically walk past without a second glance. While she had always yearned for more than the life she knew, she had no idea what “more” even meant. 
 
    “We are nearly there," Daanel informed his new underling, “They will be eager to meet you.” 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “There are six High Vampre in my clan,” Daanel explained, smiling as he did so. “There were seven until a few years ago when one decided that she wanted to live a mortal life again. There are a” couple dozen or so normal Vampre, three others like you and twelve familiars who we use for feeding... as well as roughly seventy or so Humaans who we coexist with. The familiars are treated well, much better than a few of the other clans.” 
 
    “How many clans are there?” Ema’as was interested in learning as much as she could. If they decided that she was worthy of staying alive, she wanted to know as much as she could. 
 
    “In Canrom or all together?” Daanel asked, seeking clarification.  
 
    “Let’s start with Canrom.” 
 
    “In Canrom there are four Clans. There is mine here in the wastes, one down near the Izla’Axi border, one on the East coast and one in Canrom City. Mine is the smallest of the Canruusi clans, but we have King Graham, so we are without a doubt the most powerful.” 
 
    “King Graham?” Ema’as was intrigued. Daanel had made him sound like he was the strongest of them all. The idea of being able to meet the most powerful High Vampre in Canrom was an exciting thought. She sat and thought for a moment about her new life, about the implications of being under the protection of a clan of High Vampre. She hoped she would be judged worthy. 
 
    "And here we are," Daanel announces as the truck came to a stop. He shifted the vehicle in park and threw his door open, looking expectantly at Ema'as, "Well, come on then!" 
 
    Ema'as was confused. There was nothing there, and they were alone in the middle of the Canruusi Wastes. There were no structures or people in sight as far as she could see.  
 
    "Are you fucking with me?" She asked in a tone that dripped with suspicion. Daanel flashed his pearly white smile and gave her a wink. 
 
    "Perhaps if you are deemed worthy," he flirted. He reached into a pocket on his vest and produced a small fob with three buttons on it. He clicked one of the buttons, and suddenly Ema'as heard the roar of a motor starting followed by the sound of hydraulic arms engaging. Ema'as looked around to find the source of the noise and saw that part of the ground was moving. 
 
    The sand and ground shifted, and Ema'as watched as a circular portion of it slowly began to rise. Daanel walked toward the rising structure, and Ema'as finally opened the door to her truck and stepped out. By the time she had rounded the front of the truck, the ground had raised about seven feet in the air, revealing a metal cylinder with a door that faced them. Daanel stepped forward, pressing another button on the fob and the door slid open. 
 
    "Behold," Daanel proudly proclaimed with a look of awe and wonder, "The Silis." 
 
    "The what?" Ema'as asked. She wasn't exactly sure why she was supposed to be impressed, "It's just a door." 
 
    "A door indeed!" Daanel proclaimed, "A door to the greatest and most powerful piece of technology on this planet. Step inside, learn, and embrace your destiny." 
 
    Ema'as stared at Daanel from the corner of her eye as she followed him past the door and into the cylinder. The tiny room lit up as they entered and the door slowly closed shut, sealing as it did so. After a moment, a screen appeared on the curved wall, and Daanel reached out and tapped a button. A mechanical whirring sound could be heard, and Ema'as felt the room begin to descend.  
 
    "Long ago, before the Humaan people arrived, we reigned supreme on this planet," Daanel recited passionately, "Ours was the greatest power that this world had ever seen. The kingdom of the Vampre, the vast empire that it was, spread all across the globe. The other races bowed before us, the Elves, Faire, and Lycaani. We were their masters for we held the power." 
 
    "When the Humaan people came from the stars, they brought a swift end to all that we had created. Everything we had worked for vanished; our empire was dissolved seemingly overnight. You see, in the Age of Blood as it is called, power was a simpler concept. We Vampre have a natural affinity for strength; when we come into our true form, we cannot be bested by any of the other races. Or so it was until the Humaan people introduced technology. The guns, the NaNe, they leveled the playing field. No, they gave the other races the advantage. Our amazing speed, accelerated healing, undying bodies, and immense strength were once all we needed to rule this world. The Ancients held us down with their power; they kept us from rising again. Now, they are all nearly gone, and our return is nigh." 
 
    "Our return?" Ema'as repeated. She looked over at Daanel who stood calmly still despite the apparent enthusiasm behind his words.  
 
    "We will retake Duraan; we will put ourselves in our rightful place as its masters." Daanel clenched his fist and glanced over at Ema'as, "It is our right by blood, and once we unite the clans and build our armies, we will be able to stand against the Govian Empire... with the Silis, we will be able to truly reign Hell down upon them." 
 
    "So what is the Silis?" Ema'as asked. The cylinder they were in finally came to a stop, and Daanel grinned. 
 
    "Let me show you."  
 
    The door slid open revealing a short gray walled hallway. The ground was white and glossy and cylindrical lights mounted to the walls illuminated the area. Daanel led the way, and Ema'as followed closely behind, staring in wonder at her strange environment. She had never been in a real building before, especially one with electricity. Daanel reached a pair of twin doors at the end of the hallway and looked back at Ema'as. 
 
    "Hold your breath, make a wish... count to three," He eagerly said as he hovered his finger over a control panel, "This is truly something." He pushed a button, and the hydraulic doors slid open. As Ema'as stepped through, her eyes grew wide with wonder. 
 
    They stood on the walkway of the top level of a gigantic structure, something she could never have dreamt of existing. The other side of the room she was in had to have been at least three hundred feet away. Each level below her had a walkway that wrapped all the way around the rectangular room, and the edge of each walkway glowed with a dark blue light, doors were evenly spaced every twenty feet or so. 
 
    Ema'as ran up to the guardrail and leaned over for a better look. She watched in amazement as a dozen or so spherical robot things with outstretched appendages flew through the vast expanse before them. There had to have been at least fifty levels beneath her, and as she focused her eyes, she saw that the bottom had a floor of bright green grass, beautiful fountains and buildings arranged in a grid.  
 
    "What... is this?" Ema'as could barely hold her excitement, "Is this a city?" 
 
    "This is the Silis, the only ship that the Humaan people left behind," Daanel reached out and placed his hand on Ema'as' back, "This is a vehicle that can fly up in the sky and to other worlds Ema'as. What you see here is only one section, this ship has ten areas like this. It is indeed, as you asked, a flying city." 
 
    "Why would they leave something like this behind?" Ema'as turned to Daanel, "Why didn't they use it when they left?" 
 
    "The ship’s main engine is in pieces. It was being repaired when the Sin wars began. The captain and a small crew of two hundred others remained behind to complete the repairs. We have watched the video archives, learned what we could understand. When the bombs began to fall so long ago, this ship was targeted by the Church. It, of course, had energy shields that protected it from the blasts, but the hundreds of WMDs that were dropped on it covered the ship in debris, halfway burying it. The Church thought the ship destroyed and over time, and due to the lack of people in the wastes for so many years, it was eventually forgotten and completely buried. Its original crew died out; their children followed. Eventually, there were only a handful of people left aboard, people who only knew stories of their home's past and who had never ventured outside out of fear of the unknown. One young man and his sister, descendants of the captain himself, finally escaped nearly forty years ago. That was when Graham discovered it." 
 
    "Did they survive?" Ema'as asked, "The young man and his sister." 
 
    "The young man did, yes," Daanel smiled as he led her down the walkway, "He is alive and well today, no thanks to Graham." 
 
    One of the spherical robots floated up to Ema'as, and she jumped back. A small plane of blue light emitted from the robot and shone against her body from head to toe. The sphere lingered for a moment and then zoomed away. 
 
    "What is... what are those things?" She asked, looking to Daanel.  
 
    "Caretakers," Daanel answered, following it with his eyes as it trailed off into the distance, "They clean, kill bugs, repair lights and such. It just scanned you to make certain you were safe; it looks for diseases that could harm a Humaan." 
 
    "This is all... just so much more than I could have ever imagined," Ema'as marveled, shaking her head in disbelief as she did so, "I really hope you guys don't kill me. I want to learn and see more."  
 
    She felt a sudden, sharp crampy pain like a dagger in her stomach and recognized that she needed to feed. As she grabbed her abdomen and keeled over, Daanel stepped up to her side. 
 
    "Hungry?" He asked, casually. Ema'as groaned out a noise of affirmation, and Daanel gently raised her back up. 
 
    "There is a familiar nearby, come, let me take you to her room so that you may feed and be refreshed before you meet with the clan." Ema'as nodded, and Daanel grabbed her hand and led her down the walkway. 
 
    She could feel a headache rapidly coming over her as she walked. The stabbing pain in her stomach intensified and her mood was quickly becoming sour. They walked for a few minutes before Daanel stopped in front of one of the doors. 
 
    "She is in here," Daanel informed her as he reached out and pressed a button on the keypad. The door slid upward, and he gently pulled her inside. 
 
    The walls of the cozy studio apartment were a brilliant white. A single half sphere on the ceiling bathed the place in a soft white light. Comfortable looking furniture decorated the interior, and a plush grey rug was spread out over the floor. A petite violet haired female Faire in a blue dress was in the kitchen on the other side of the room and turned to face them as they entered. 
 
    "Hello Daanel!" she chirped with a sweet sounding and high-pitched voice, "I was not expecting you! I'm sorry for the mess! Have you come to feed or something else?" She wore a mischievous smile, and her eyes turned toward Ema'as. 
 
    "Oh, well hello to you as well!" She approached and curtsied before Ema'as, "I am Asandra, Madame of the familiars here. You are a new face; I love meeting the new Vampre!" 
 
    "She is enduring hunger pains Asandra," Daanel explained, "Are you available to host her while I prepare the clan?" 
 
    "Well of course!" A delighted Asandra stepped up and gently grabbed Ema'as' upper arm, "I am always happy to help!" 
 
    "Very good; she needs to feed very soon. You will be okay, right?"  
 
    "Of course, silly!" Asandra giggled as she waved Daanel away, "You go on and leave us girls. I will take good care of her, I promise!" 
 
    Daanel nodded and turned to Ema'as, smiling, "Asandra is our best. The only rules we have are not to let her drink from you and do not harm her. Other than that, please relax and enjoy yourself," he turned toward the door but stopped as he reached or for the keypad, "Oh and Ema'as?" She looked over at him, his head was turned, and he was looking at her out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    "Do not worry a great deal about what is to come. I have a good feeling about you," Daanel pushed a button on the keypad, and the door opened. He walked through, and a moment later he was gone. 
 
    "Well now," Asandra warmly smiled as she stepped in front of Ema'as, "Let's get you fed dear, no need to keep you waiting!" She reached behind her and pulled a string on her dress, allowing it to fall to the ground, revealing her naked body beneath. 
 
    "What are you doing..." Ema'as asked as Asandra led her to a large plush bed with red sheets. She helped her sit and smiled as she sat down next to her. 
 
    "Darling, I am here to make certain you are taken care of!" Asandra explained, "Feeding, as you may have experienced already, is a sensual and usually erotic moment for Vampre. It is my job to make sure all your needs are met as they arise. Please, eat, relax and enjoy yourself." 
 
    Ema'as felt slightly awkward about how easy it all felt. She thought back to her feedings before and how they had been violent or unwelcome. Her desires had led her to consume entire bodies and to force herself on poor Camber. She, for a moment, stared at the entirely willing familiar and was a loss at what to do. 
 
    "I don't want to hurt you," Ema'as explained as she felt herself begin to salivate, "Are you sure you..." 
 
    "Darling child, do not worry about me," Asandra squeaked out a dismissive laugh and ran her fingers through Ema'as' hair, "Let's get you well, do you prefer neck, legs or wrists?" 
 
    "What do you mean, like to drink from?" 
 
    "Of course, silly!" Asandra teased as she gave Ema'as shoulder a light squeeze, "Pick one and drink, hurry before you go feral!" 
 
    Ema'as looked over Asandra’s body and inadvertently licked her lips. She looked down at the Faire's naked thighs and then to her wrists. Both looked appetizing, but she ultimately decided on her neck. 
 
    Asandra moved her violet hair out of the way, and Ema'as leaned in closer. As her fangs unsheathed, she looked up at Asandra and gently planted them into her skin. Hot, fresh blood gushed from the holes and into Ema'as mouth, sending a wave of warmth all through her body. Asandra made a sound as Ema'as drank, she could not tell whether it was groaning or moaning, so she pulled back. 
 
    "Am I hurting you?" She asked as Asandra's eyes opened. Asandra shook her head and smiled. 
 
    "Far from it, honey," she snaked her hand through Ema'as hair and palmed the back of her head, pulling her mouth back to her throat. 
 
    "Here, love, sit on top of me," Asandra instructed her. Asandra laid her head on one of the pillows and Ema'as obediently straddled her. Asandra smiled, and as Ema'as leaned in to feed again, the familiar placed her hands on her back and began to massage her tired muscles. 
 
    "Oh, I do hope you stay," Asandra whispered as Ema'as drank from her. She placed her hands on the Vampress hips and pulled closer, Ema'as followed her cues and began to grind against her. She stopped drinking for a moment to breathe, and her hands began to move across Asandra's body, yielding little chirps of delight from her.  
 
    "Things have not been the same since Amaria left. I am tired of all the boys; we need some more ladies around here." Asandra pulled Ema'as mouth back down to her neck, and as she began to feed once again, she gently slipped her hand into the front of Ema'as' pants. 
 
    "Give in, lovely girl," Asandra coached her, "Pleasure has become the center of your life now. Let me guide you."  
 
    Ema'as pulled her bloody mouth away from Asandra's neck, and they pressed their lips together. Asandra grabbed hold of Ema'as hair with her free hand and gently tugged on it. Ema'as moaned with erotic delight and Asandra, with a surprising amount of strength for her size, threw her down on the bed.  
 
    As the familiar jumped on top and unbuttoned her pants, Ema'as found herself in a state of comfort and pleasure that she had never experienced before. Asandra lifted Ema'as shirt and planted gentle kisses on her belly, and as her head migrated further downward, the Vampress closed her eyes and allowed herself to relax. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Rubaan X 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    21:30 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay, son?" Commander Crinnan looked at Rubaan as the two stood in the elevator. They were heading up to the lookout on the top floor of the Admin Building. From there, they could see the whole valley. Vice Commander Card and Emerald were with them, but they remained silent. 
 
    "Dad I am fine," Rubaan calmly answered. In truth, the recent revelation of his parentage had shaken him as well as everything else that was going on in his life. He, however, kept it cool. He wasn’t about to bother anyone with his true feelings, not like he had when he had his outburst earlier, “Really, everything is okay." 
 
    "Son, listen to me," Crinnan stepped in front of him and took hold of each of his shoulders, "I am sorry this was kept from you for so long. Your mother and I, we lied to you and your brother, and I regret that. I need to know the truth; do you forgive me?" 
 
    "Dad, of course," Rubaan reassured him. He was being honest. In truth, he was angry with his mother, not his father. He knew how she could be, and he couldn’t help but think that she forced him to keep silent all those years, "You raised me, you did a good job. I couldn't have asked for a better father... Crinnan may feel differently when he learns, but he feels differently about everything." 
 
    "Crinnan..." The Commander reflected on the name and snickered, "Yeah, he definitely will have different thoughts. But Rubaan, thank you. I guess we will find answers soon enough when we go to find Sajinious." Crinnan raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. He was not looking forward to that. 
 
    "Yeah," Rubaan snorted, "If we make it out of here alive."  
 
    "We have every time so far son," Crinnan said encouragingly, "No need to start thinking we won't now." The elevator stopped, and the gate opened. Card stepped out first, and the Jamisos followed. 
 
    "Lord Card, I am glad to see you,” Captain Blaze announced as soon as the Vice Commander exited the elevator, “The Govian forces have massed in the valley, there are thousands of them. Either Sarasin somehow informed them of her position, or they tracked her. This fortress hides the NaNe signals. If they tracked her this far then, they only know she is somewhere around here." 
 
    "Thank you for adding nothing to the conversation that I already did not know, Captain Blaze," Card snapped as he briskly walked past the Captain. Blaze lowered his head as Commander Crinnan, and Rubaan passed by and sighed as he joined them. 
 
    “Their numbers are staggering, Lord,” Blaze continued speaking as Card approached the observation point, “There are thousands of them, I do not know that we can…” 
 
    “Please be quiet,” Card calmly ordered as he placidly stood and looked at the force that had amassed in front of his base. Commander Crinnan and Rubaan stepped on each of his sides, and Crinnan whistled. 
 
    “That’s not a good thing,” he observed as he gazed upon the Govian force in the valley below them. He had of course seen worse before, but in those circumstances, he generally had an army at his back or a strategy at his disposal.    
 
    Rubaan stared down out at the moonlit landscape and felt a wave of panic come over him. On the ground, tents were rising, and trenches were forming. He saw the forms of thousands of soldiers as they worked quickly to construct a FOB. HAPTs and fighters were flying in, and as they landed more troops piled out and joined their comrades. He saw at least a dozen tanks and multiple light assault vehicles lining up in their motor pool. He turned to his father, white-faced, and without words. 
 
    “It is an invasion force, son,” he informed Rubaan with a grim expression, “They do not know where we are yet, but they have a really good idea…” 
 
    “What do we do?” Rubaan asked as he looked back out at the growing Govian force, “This is… how can we fight this?” 
 
    “First thing,” Crinnan grabbed Rubaan’s shoulders and turned him so that the two faced each other, “We keep our heads calm. Base 21 has never fallen, bear that in mind.” 
 
    “Base 21 has never been attacked!” Rubaan shouted, “It has never been found.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Crinnan nodded, “Because its leadership is intelligent and careful. If we use our intelligence and care, we win. What we need to do is find your mother and sister,” Crinnan looked to Card, who nodded in approval, “And then sit down with the leadership to formulate a plan. They are building a FOB; they are preparing for the long haul. We mustn’t get ahead of ourselves, hasty decisions in times like these lose battles and cost lives.”  
 
    Commander Crinnan paused and looked down at the floor. He took in a breath, held it, and then exhaled. He, of course, felt his level of fear, but he was not about to show it. Not to his son at least. He kept himself calm, for this was not his first siege, and he had no reason to believe that it would not be his last.  
 
    Card stroked his chin and turned to Emerald and Blaze. “Captain Blaze, I need a meeting arranged with all officers. Go, organize it now,” He looked at Emerald, “Emerald, how many members of Century squad remain at Base 21?” 
 
    “Myself, Marka, Pancho, and Kavin.” She informed him. 
 
    “Gather them in Century’s ready room immediately, explain the situation and obtain their thoughts. Contact Captain Bran and explain the situation.” Emerald nodded and hurried off, leaving behind the Jamisos. 
 
    “Lord Rubaan, you will not be shadowing Marka today I fear,” Card explained to him, “Nor will you be departing to find your Ancient father. For now, it is best that you remain with Commander Crinnan and me. It may look grim to you; I know this. But as I consider our options, I know we have a vast amount of resources at our disposal. Commander, contact your base in Canrom City. Inform them of the situation. While they cannot provide us with reinforcements, I do expect that they can disrupt Govia’s supply line. I will contact Base 11 and request assistance from Commander Milinka; I will also inform Supreme Commander Kain in Exgrane of our situation. I am certain he will also send aid.” 
 
    Card looked down at the Govian force once again, and with a slight, almost inaudible grunt looked to Rubaan.  
 
    “For now, Corporal Jamiso, go and fetch your sister and mother. Bring them to the war room for their input will be valuable.” Rubaan nodded and hurried toward the elevator, leaving Vice-Commander Card and his father behind.  
 
    The gate closed behind him, and he punched the descend button. The elevator rumbled to life and began to lower. Rubaan was alone with his thoughts, and as he waited, he backed himself against the wall of the elevator. 
 
    After seeing the Govian forces, he realized he was afraid. He feared for the lives of his family for nearly everyone that he loved was gathered at Base 21, and one of the most powerful forces his world had ever seen was gathering at its doorstep. He grumbled and spat at the thought; he wished he could go back to the mines, to life before Eon. He already missed the simplicity of it all and cursed himself for ever wanting for more. 
 
    The elevator came to a stop, and Rubaan slid the gate open. He ran out and onto the grey tile of the admin building’s foyer. The room was wide and dimly lit with a white marble semi-circular desk in the middle. Rubaan imagined that in Ancient times a secretary or security probably sat at the desk to watch the main entrance which was directly in front of it.  
 
    While he did not know what purpose Base 21 served in those times, Rubaan knew that it had been originally owned by one of the companies that were part of the Alliance of Corporations. While he could not have named any of the companies that made up the AOC, he knew that they were the first force to fight the Church. It was fitting that Black Knight had found and repurposed the old stronghold. 
 
    Rubaan burst through the front door of the admin building and quickly scaled the steps to the street. From where he was, he could see his mother, sister, and wife still standing with Card’s entourage in front of the same domicile from earlier. Rubaan ran past the identical structures that lined the streets until he finally reached them. 
 
    “How does it look?” Ladia immediately asked as he approached. Rubaan noted that she seemed like she had been distracted by something, but her son’s report took precedence.  He shook his head grimly as he stopped and caught his breath. 
 
    “Terrifying,” he answered between breaths, “There are thousands of them, more arriving by the minute. They are here to wipe us off the map!” 
 
    “I expected as much,” Ladia glared at Sarasin and then looked back to Rubaan. She looked disturbed and concerned, and her skin had paled as if she had seen a ghost. In spite of it, she was able to effectively communicate, “What is the plan?” 
 
    “Card wants you and Sayraa to meet him in the war room. All the Base 21 officers are heading that way now to plan our strategy. Card is contacting Commander Milinka and Supreme Commander Kain to request reinforcements. Emerald is contacting Captain Bran.” 
 
    Ladia turned to Card’s entourage and spoke, “Can you escort us to the war room, we need to get there quickly.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” One of them replied, “This way,” He beckoned the Jamisos to follow as he and the others started jogging back toward the admin building. As they ran, Sarasin stopped and turned toward Amaria. 
 
    “Please, can you take care of Eliss?” She asked, “As long as I am gone?” 
 
    “Of course,” Amaria nodded, “I will give him all the love I would Roc.” 
 
    “Thank you…” Sarasin leaned in and gave Eliss a small kiss on his forehead. She momentarily hesitated to give him one more look before she turned and joined the others. Rubaan too turned to run, but Amaria stopped him. 
 
    “Rubaan,” She grabbed his arm, and he turned around to face her, “Will we make it out of here alive?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” he lowered his head and bit his lip, “I have never seen so many Govians before; it is going to be a Hells of a fight.” 
 
    “I can…” She cringed and closed her eyes as her voice turned into a whisper, “I can get the children out of here. Ours I mean. I can do it undetected; I can get them to… a safe place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rubaan asked, giving her a queer look, “How?” 
 
    “My powers, they are returning,” She admitted, “My strength, my speed, I can move past the Govian army undetected. I can take the babies to a location where they will never be discovered, where they will be safe.” 
 
    “Where?” Rubaan asked, “How long will it take?” 
 
    “With my people,” Amaria nervously locked eyes with him, and he sighed, “They will be hidden below the Canruusi Wastes surrounded by High Vampre they will be with their great-grandparents.” 
 
    “What?” Rubaan snapped, “With who?” 
 
    “With your grandparents… your aunts and uncles from your… from Commander Crinnan’s side.” 
 
    “How do you even know them?” Rubaan asked, “I have never even heard of them. I thought my grandparents were dead. Father never spoke of them…” 
 
    “I do not have much time to explain. Bring me with you, let me talk to your parents and sister I know your father’s family well; I met them nearly forty years ago.” 
 
    “Amaria,” Rubaan shook his head and thought for a moment. He knew he trusted her, especially with Roc. She had lived longer and was much wiser than he probably ever would be. If she knew of a safe place, then he had to let her talk to the rest of his family. Finally, he nodded his head, and she smiled. 
 
    “Good,” She sounded relieved, “I did not want to have to force you.” She smiled and gave her husband a mischievous look. 
 
    “Come on, love,” He smirked as he beckoned her forward, “We have to get to the war room.” 
 
    Rubaan and Amaria hurried down the street to catch up with the others. They had already reached the steps to the admin building when the husband and wife finally reached them. Together they all ran inside and hurried to the left. They ran past the marble desk, and up a flight of stairs. 
 
    “This way,” a member of Card’s entourage shouted back, “Only a few flights.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” Rubaan asked Sarasin as he ran up behind her, “Can you do all this running?” 
 
    “I am fine Rubii,” She smiled and looked back at him, “One of them healed me with their NaNe abilities, plus my own NaNe worked on my behalf. While my belly is a bit crumpled and my tits hurt like Hells, I will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rubaan wrinkled up his face and saw that Amaria was laughing. He realized that the two had a lot in common and could potentially end up getting along really well. He liked the sound of that. 
 
    “Hold up,” Amaria reached out and grabbed Ladia’s arm, “You too Sayraa.” Ladia and Sarasin stopped and turned toward Rubaan and Amaria. Both of them wore confused looks on their faces as they waited for Amaria to speak. 
 
    “Listen, I will be quick, but I want to get the babies out of here,” Amaria whispered, “I have a plan.” 
 
    “A plan?” Ladia asked, looking back and forth between everybody, “What do you mean? What are you talking about Amaria?” 
 
    “My High-Vampre powers are returning to me,” Amaria explained with as delicate a tone as she could muster, “I can communicate with my old master… my son Daanel. I can summon him to help. As High Vampre, we can travel great distances in very short amounts of time. My old hive is buried deep beneath the Canruusi Wastes. It is in a place so far away from here and so out of the way that the babies would be safe from discovery.” 
 
    “So you are saying that you can take the babies away from Base 21?” Ladia looked to Sarasin, and then the two looked at Amaria. Amaria nodded, and Ladia let out a groan and turned away. 
 
    “I do not know that I am completely comfortable with that Amaria,” Ladia said sharply, “Alma has never been away from me, Eliss was just born…” 
 
    “They will be safe,” Amaria interjected, and she shifted her weight nervously, “It is where Crinnan, your husband is from. His parents live there. His siblings and their families too. I… I was there when Crinnan escaped so long ago. I have known his family for nearly forty years; they are good honest people.” 
 
    “And you never once thought to mention that?” Ladia shouted as she spun to face her daughter in law. Amaria closed her eyes and held up a hand. Ladia huffed with frustration and rubbed her face with a free hand. 
 
    “What is with all this crazy shit going on right now,” she angrily spat, “Sayraa coming back, giving birth, bringing a ghost version of her child self… Rubaan splitting into two, Crinnan coming back to life, this whole Eon business, Base 21 is under attack, and now you suddenly know Crinnan’s family who he has barely spoken of in all the years that I have been married to him?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s about the gist of things…” Amaria shrugged, and Ladia scoffed.  
 
    “I swear by the Brothers if I had known all this would happen back when I met Crinnan…” She closed her eyes and sighed, “Yes, get the babies out of here. I trust you Amaria.” 
 
    “Thank you; I will keep them safe.” Amaria sighed with relief and smiled as she squeezed Eliss closer to her. She looked up at Sarasin who gave her a thin, yet saddened smile as well. 
 
    “Please take good care of him,” Sarasin stepped up and planted a kiss on her son’s forehead. Her bound hands made it difficult for her to move too much, but she leaned forward and placed her head against Amaria’s, “Thank you. I am glad Rubaan found you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Amaria felt a rush of adrenaline come over her as her job became clear. She stepped away from Sarasin and Ladia and shooed them away. After they both glanced back for one last look at Eliss, they hurried to catch up. 
 
    “So what now?” Rubaan asked as he turned to his wife. 
 
    “Now I contact Daanel,” Ladia winced, “My… son.” 
 
    “Your son the High Vampre...” Rubaan had been caught off guard and surprised by her revelation. Before then she had never shared any more details with him other than the fact that she had a grown son. The idea that he was a High Vampre just like she added to the already complicated and fearful feelings he was experiencing. He hoped that allowing her son back into her life would not cause Rubaan any more trouble. 
 
    “He was the one who turned me so many years ago,” Amaria hesitantly explained, “He is thus my master, and I can communicate with him at any time. That does not make me any less his mother though. He loves me and will do as I ask.” 
 
    “As long as you are certain,” Rubaan sighed as he resigned himself to Amaria’s plan, “Take care of them. Little Alma my sister, my son and my nephew.” He leaned in, kissed his wife and after he gave her a warm and loving smile, he turned to run to the war room. 
 
    “Oh,” he shouted as he spun around and came to a halt. He cocked his head and gave his wife a dashing grin, “And be good.” Amaria smiled and gave him a wave, Rubaan winked and hurried up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The simple fact of the matter,” Card placed his hands palms down on the desk before him and leaned in to face the other officers, “Is that their numbers are growing. They are flying in from Brother’s know where and are immediately going to work constructing this FOB. Fortunately, we have with us former Bishop General Sarasin to advise us on their tactics.” 
 
    Sarasin looked around the room to find that many of the officers were sneering or glaring at her, including her mother. She felt a wave of anxiety come over her, being surrounded by so many that she knew wanted her dead. She tried to shake it off, tried to be stronger than she knew she was. She thought back to an interview she had a few months prior where she had broken down into a stuttering mess, and her anxiety became worse. Finally, she cleared her throat and stood. 
 
    “Hello everyone.” She called out as she scanned all the sour faces in the room, “It is p... pretty cut and dry,” she cringed as she heard herself stutter. Her fear was getting the best of her, “I... if they are planning an invasion, they will undoubtedly begin to thin their forces as they spread out and begin t...to search the area. Of course, they are here for me and for that I... I am sorry. Attacking them h... head on would be s... suicide, we have to wait for them to f... find us. We should seal off all the exits but one, force them into a chokepoint. W... we could dispatch all our transport craft, remotely if possible. Make it look like a r... retreat. Compel them to attack; then we can m... mow through them. Our reinforcements can hit them from behind and as they get confused and panic, we advance in a pincer move, obliterating them.” 
 
    “And what if the reinforcements do not come?” An officer by the name of Lieutenant Haan shouted back, “What then?” 
 
    “Then we hold our fucking ground!” Captain Blaze shouted, “By any means necessary!” 
 
    “What of the civilians, the elderly and the children?” Another asked, “What do we do for them?” 
 
    “We prepare our transports.” Card was quick with an answer, “The children are the highest priority, and while it is unlikely that a transport would escape in the event that Base 21 falls, they at least need to have a chance.” 
 
    “Should we not relocate them while Govia is busy with their construction?” The officer responded, “Can we get them to Exgrane?” 
 
    “That is a possibility,” Card responded, “If we can…” 
 
    The door to the room burst open, and Emerald suddenly ran inside. Everyone stopped talking for a moment and turned to see the grim expression she wore on her face.  
 
    “Vice Commander, I cannot reach Captain Bran or Supreme Commander Xian,” She informed him, “The communicator… it is not connecting. I think that the Govians are jamming us somehow.” 
 
    “Brothers damn it all!” Card shouted as he pulled his communicator out of his pocket. He punched a few buttons and held it to his ear. After a few moments, he gently closed the communicator and shut his eyes. Suddenly, he slammed the device over and over against the desk below him until it shattered into many pieces. A rogue piece of hair fell into his face, and he snarled. 
 
    “Whoa!” Commander Crinnan shouted as he stepped up to Card, “Calm down!” Card snarled at Crinnan and sheathed his weapon. He brushed his hair away and cleared his throat. 
 
    “It would seem that Lady Emerald is correct,” He snapped, again placing his palms face down on the desk. He took a long, deep breath and looked up at the officers. 
 
    “Prepare the fortifications,” He ordered, “Seal all exits but the main gate. Line Main Street with sandbags outfit every window with a machine gun and pre-loaded rifles. I want three soldiers in every window, one to man the machine gun, one to cover him with a rifle and a third to provide ammunition as needed... Reinforce the gates and man the walls, set up charges at the main entrance. I need the admin tower impenetrable. I want snipers and gunners in every window and on every ledge. Ready the transports, we will cause a diversion and begin the evacuation of the children and elderly once all preparations are made.” 
 
    Rubaan felt unrest growing inside of him. He knew that he had to do something, that he could do something. He stood and raised his hand, and Card stopped rattling off his orders. 
 
    “What, Corporal?” He snapped, “This is not a school you do not need to raise your hand like a child.” Everyone turned toward Rubaan, and he suddenly felt nervous. 
 
    “I will go to Base 11,” he volunteered, “I can talk to Commander Milinka, I can get us the reinforcements we need. I can contact Century squad while I am out. I can do this Vice Commander.” 
 
    “You are not trying to abandon your post again are you, Lord Rubaan?” Card cocked his head and shot him a glare.  
 
    “No sir,” Rubaan insisted, “I just think… something has to be done is all, and I can do it.”  
 
    Card stared at Rubaan for a moment, not moving his head or gaze. Finally, he stood up straight and ran his hand over his black hair. 
 
    “Does anybody object to Lord Rubaan’s proposition?” He asked, “Does anybody have any concerns?” 
 
    “I think considering what few options we have,” Major Codrii Speeris, a battle proven and well respected Vampre officer replied, “We should give him our blessing.” 
 
    “I agree,” Emerald chimed in, “Since our communications are down, we need to get creative. Sending Rubaan, and perhaps a Centurion escort could be our best chance at getting reinforcements.” 
 
    “Very well then,” Card stood up straight and nodded at Rubaan, “Lord Rubaan will depart for Kamlot with the Centurions immediately. Whatever resources you may require to arrive at Base 11 by sunsrise are at your disposal.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, I won’t let you down.” Card nodded at Rubaan and turned to address the rest of the officers. 
 
    “Get to work; I want Main Street fortified by sunsrise. You are all dismissed, Lord Rubaan, remain behind. I wish to speak to you before you depart.” 
 
    The officers all got up and walked toward the exit of the war room, a few stopped and wished Rubaan luck on their way, others rolled their eyes at him. Major Codrii stopped and placed his hand on Rubaan’s shoulder. 
 
    “May the brother’s light guide your path, Lord Jamiso,” He nodded at Rubaan and then moved onward. Eventually, only the Jamisos, Emerald and Card remained. 
 
    “We need you to depart as soon as possible,” Card ordered as he stepped up to Rubaan, “You are too young to be judged a fool so that I will commend you for your bravery instead… Rubaan, it is imperative that you survive and succeed. Understand too, that you must not try to communicate with Base 11 until you are one hundred miles or so away. If you call them and they try to establish a connection with us to verify your claims, Govia will undoubtedly intercept the transmission and not only become aware of our reinforcements but also may learn the location of Base 11.”  
 
    “What about Century Squad?” Rubaan asked, “When should I contact them?” 
 
    “The same guidelines apply. Once you are one hundred miles away from the base or so,” Card answered, “Make certain that you tell Captain Bran himself, and if possible, speak directly with Commander Xian.” 
 
    “What do I tell them?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “Tell them that they need to take Empyr, that they need to bunker down and wait for Milinka’s reinforcements to arrive. Once they do, they are to join the battle.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rubaan nodded, “Take Empyr, bunker down, wait for reinforcements, join the battle. I got it.” Card gave Rubaan a nod of approval and patted his shoulder as he walked by. 
 
    “Make certain you are successful, young Lord Jamiso,” He called back as he exited the room, “Twenty thousand lives are counting on you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Crinnan XXII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    06:00 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    Cade and the five Centurions burst through the Ancient metal door and onto the roof of Racon Tower. When they were all clear Alec quickly spun, slammed the door shut behind them and rested his back against it. By that point, they had all become exhausted from scaling the number of stairs and ladders that they had. They were fearful of the Marauders that they could occasionally hear moving below them. 
 
    The water had puddled on the warped roof, and the rain fell on their heads as they waited. The top of the building was wide and open, its only fixtures were some collapsed ductwork, and an old caved in maintenance shed. 
 
    “It will be over soon,” Cade promised everyone. He rested against the door beside Alec and nodded his head, “Nida is on her way; she will be here any moment.” 
 
    “Thank the Brothers,” Alec whispered. Everyone seemed to relax as Cade reminded them of their pending escape. Alec paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow and found himself gazing off into the distance. He wanted to sulk over his grandfather, but something had caught his attention.  
 
    “Guys I have news. I’m not sure if it is good or bad.” 
 
    “What is it?” Elia asked. 
 
    “My visor has detected an inbound transport. It is not far off. It has some kind of long-range cloaking device on it like Govian ships; otherwise, I would have detected it a long time ago; it should be coming into view at any moment.” 
 
    “Better be yours.” Matalo glared at Cade. 
 
    “Why would it not be?” Cade rolled his eyes and turned his gaze toward the sky. His foot tapped as he waited, he seemed just as eager to get out of there as everyone else.  
 
    “There!” Cade shouted, “There she is!” 
 
    A long gray and red AGRA transport came into view just over the canopy. It hovered in place over the trees for a moment and then inched forward. Cade smiled and waved wildly at it.  
 
    “I told you!” Cade laughed, as he turned and looked at the Centurions, “I told you I was going to get us out of here! We are about to go home!” Nearly everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Elia waved at the ship like Cade and Matalo let out an excited whoop. Alec was silent; however, he seemed focused on something else. 
 
    “No! Shit! Tell them to get the fuck out of here!” he suddenly and loudly shouted, “They need to go back!” 
 
    “What?” Cade asked, surprised at Alec’s response. Alec shook his head, and Cade cocked his own. An anxious feeling came over him, and he took a step closer to Alec, “What are you…” 
 
    “Two more ships are coming in fast!” He shouted, “You need to tell them to…” Before he could say any more, a rocket slammed into the tail of the AGRA craft. The ship violently rocked as the missile exploded and Cade let out a shout of pure horror. 
 
    “Fuck!” He screamed, “Nida! No!” He watched as Nida struggled and failed to maintain control of the transport. It lost control and spun in a fiery circle for a moment and finally slammed into the trees below it. “No!” Cade shouted again. 
 
    Two Govian ships flew overhead, one flew past the tower and into the distance, but the other slowed down and hovered in place above them. Slowly, the HAPT rotated until it was facing Crinnan and the others.  
 
    There was no time to act, the miniguns had already begun to spin, and there was nowhere to hide. Crinnan looked up at the Govian HAPT and tried to fire an electric NaNe blast at it but his electricity scattered and branched into the air in front of him. He felt like he was about to die like the bullets were about to tear through him and his friends. 
 
    “I am sorry…” He quickly whispered to Alec who stood next to him. He felt like it was all his fault, that he had led his friends to that untimely and pointless death. Elia reached out and grabbed Crinnan’s hand as he closed his eyes and waited for the guns to begin firing.  
 
    A loud explosion erupted. Crinnan’s eyes shot open, and he watched as the Govian HAPT burst into flames and crashed into the Marauder army below. Confused, he searched the sky, and a wave of emotion hit his heart when he saw a Black Knight ship descending to land on the roof.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Matalo screamed at the top of his lungs. Crinnan let out a relieved sigh, and he checked to make sure he hadn’t pissed himself. Elia let go of his hand and joined everyone else as they ran up to the ship; every one that is except for Cade who had vanished and Flox, who didn’t particularly care either way. 
 
    “Did someone order delivery?” A deep voice shouted as multiple fully armed Centurions exited the ship. Captain Bran Phils, the owner of the voice, stepped out wielding a huge minigun. He had a fat cigar in his mouth and wore thick heavy armor. He reached up, pulled the cigar out of his mouth and looked to Crinnan. 
 
    “Boy you’ve caused us a shit ton of trouble,” The Gaian Captain growled as he flicked his ashes. He stepped up to Crinnan and looked down at him with a sigh, “It’d been a Hells of a lot easier if you’d have just stayed dead.” 
 
    “Sorry sir,” Crinnan nodded his head. He was half-serious. At that point, he almost wished he had remained dead.  
 
    “You know, this is the second time in the past decade that I had to fly in and pluck your scrawny ass out of the woods. Are you going to cry like you did last time?” 
 
    “No sir,” Crinnan shook his head. Bran was right; he had been there when Crinnan and Milinka were rescued from the woods in Kamlot. Crinnan thought back to that event and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Suit up kid,” Bran placed his massive hand on Crinnan’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, “We gotta end this shit tonight before things get out of control.” 
 
    “Sir, things have been out of hand,” Crinnan informed him. Bran made a humming noise and nodded his head. Only two days before Bran had spoken at Crinnan’s funeral, now, there he was alive in the flesh before him. Crinnan was right, that was not a sign of things being under control. 
 
    “Get your shit equipped and join the others, Crinnan,” Bran pointed his thumb behind him at the transport, “Commander Xian wants this Eon person dead. Your new orders are to support him like the rest of Century Squad. Your little hero journey is over. Easy in, easy out, that’s what we want. Let’s be professionals about this; you can still do that, right?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Crinnan walked past Bran, but Bran snapped his arm out and grabbed Crinnan’s wrist. Crinnan turned, and Bran looked around and leaned in closer. 
 
    “I’m not completely disappointed that you’re alive, by the way,” His voice was quiet, and he wore a hint of a smile. He didn’t want anyone hearing their Captain speaking kindly to the person who had caused so much trouble 
 
    “Yeah me either,” Crinnan nodded. Bran chuckled and let go of Crinnan’s wrist, and Crinnan hopped up into the HAPT. 
 
    "Well look who got hungry and rolled out of the grave!" Ryban Phils, Bran's younger Humaan brother, and the squad's quartermaster announced as Crinnan stepped inside the HAPT, "I guess the Hells couldn't handle you?" He was joking of course, and while Crinnan couldn't remember the complete details, he felt that Ryban's comment wasn't far from the truth  
 
    Ryban was among the last of his squad to be recruited based on meritorious works before they switched to the Future Centurions program. He was a large Humaan, by no means Gaian size, but still imposing. Standing well over six feet, he had thick bare biceps and broad shoulders. He wore heavy armor and had a long brown mullet with thick mutton chops that grew on each side of his jaw. A pair of sunsglasses rested on top of his head, and he was always in high spirits. 
 
    "You ain't happened to have heard from Jeph have you?" Ryban asked as he handed a duffel bag over. He wore a look of concern mixed with hope, Jeph had been a close friend of his. 
 
    Crinnan winced at the sound of Jeph's name, and the image of his bloated severed head hanging from the ceiling of the Toraani building flashed through his mind. Crinnan shook his head and made a grim expression. He unslung Jeph’s assault rifle and handed it over to Ryban. 
 
    "He did not make it," Crinnan soberly informed him. Ryban reached out and silently took hold of the weapon, "I am sorry." 
 
    Ryban flipped the rifle over in his hands and saw Jeph’s initials carved into the stock. With a disappointed sigh, Ryban nodded and gently set the weapon aside. 
 
    "I figured as much, I just hoped that since you were alive, he was too," He shook his head and looked at Crinnan, "Good to see you made it anyway, let's grab a drink when this is all over." 
 
    "Maybe," Crinnan replied as he unzipped the heavy duffel bag, "We have to survive first." 
 
    Crinnan found his armor inside. It was cleaned and polished. He pulled out his light chest and back plates and unstrapped the Govian rig he was wearing. 
 
    "Give me a hand Ryban," Crinnan ordered as he slid into the armor, "Tighten it." 
 
    Ryban stepped up and pulled the straps on the back of Crinnan's armor. Crinnan felt it slide into place and held up his hand when he thought it was snug enough. Ryban attached his pauldrons and made sure that they would not break free. 
 
    Next, Crinnan reached in and pulled out his own sword. He smiled as he held the weapon in his hand. It was light, and the blade was about three feet long. He strapped it to his back and put his father's old sword; the one Sage had given him, into the duffel bag. He replenished the ammunition for his revolvers, so they were at full capacity, when he had finished, he looked up at Ryban and nodded his head.  
 
    "Good lookin’, Jamiso," Ryban gave Crinnan a thumbs up, and Crinnan rolled his eyes. It felt good to be back in his own armor, to have his own sword at the ready, "Let's get to it then." 
 
    Ryban and Crinnan stepped out of the HAPT and back into the dark rain. Crinnan, in the moment that he had to himself, walked to the edge of the roof and looked down.  
 
    “Everything is burning…” He said under his breath as he surveyed the Belhaasi Weald beneath him. Cade’s wrecked ship had lit the trees around him on fire, and despite the light rain it was spreading quickly. He thought to himself for a moment about everything that had happened because of him. He thought about all the people that had died that day, all that he had inadvertently destroyed. In the distance, beyond the fire that he knew was from Cade's ship, he could see a large light, another fire. He knew it was the village of Pado. He sighed and lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Eon is near,” A regal sounding voice declared from behind him, “I can feel him, it feels the same as it did a century ago. He is coming, and I fear he is hunting you.” Crinnan knew the voice but turned his head anyway to see Supreme Commander Xian Phoenix standing behind him.  
 
    Lord Xian was an Elf of average build. He stood taller than Crinnan and had a head of auburn hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a suit of polished, yet scratched Commander’s armor and had a sword at his hip. He did not carry guns, and before meeting Sage, he was one of the few people Crinnan had seen use NaNe. 
 
    People called him the son of Ancients, and he was perhaps the mightiest being in all of Black Knight. One hundred years prior he had defeated Eon and Crinnan was glad to see that he had accompanied Century Squad to do it again.  
 
    “Commander,” Crinnan acknowledged. “What does all this mean?” 
 
    “It means nothing, son,” Xian stepped up to Crinnan’s side, “It is all simply what has happened.” 
 
    “No meaning…” Crinnan repeated. He snorted at the thought, “No purpose… why do we live then? Why do we fight?” Xian was one of the original creators of Black Knight. One of the original rebels. Crinnan looked at the old Elf’s handsome face and saw no expression. 
 
    “That is for you to decide, young Lord Jamiso," Xian gently offered, “Not for me to dictate. Swing your sword, pull your trigger. Fight for a reason or fight for orders. None of it can be explained by me, only you.” 
 
    “I died…” Crinnan muttered, “Didn’t I?” 
 
    “I believe so," Xian replied softly, “It is the only explanation that makes sense at this point." 
 
    “But here I stand,” Crinnan shook his head, “For no reason, and now I must... define my existence?” 
 
    “Life is a great responsibility," Commander Xian glanced at the young soldier beside him, “Gods cannot make you valuable. Governments and armies cannot make you valuable. Nothing matters if it does not matter to you.” 
 
    Crinnan reflected on that. Sage had said nearly the same thing to him earlier that day after they had saved the children from the slavers. He looked down at his hands, at the Sage's blood that had stained them. He groaned as his mind replayed Sage's, death. He wished he had understood it all more, why the Elf helped him, why he went so far as to sacrifice his life to keep Crinnan moving. None of it made sense, Crinnan wondered what detail he was missing. 
 
    “Eon draws near," Xian’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “Soon we will expel him from this world and be rid of him once again.” He drew his sword and began scanning the area, “I can feel him.” 
 
    “Open up!” A voice suddenly shouted from behind the metal door that led back into Racon Tower, “We are here to play!” 
 
    “They’re here!” Captain Bran announced as he ran through and rallied his soldiers, “Create a firing line, let ‘em come, we’ll mow ‘em down! Flox and Baron, get on top of the transport. We’re about to make a damn bloodbath.” 
 
    The Centurions got into formation in front of the doors, the Marauders were in a choke point and would be easily disposed of. Six of the fourteen Centurions present took a knee and shouldered their freshly loaded weapons, six more stood behind them. They professionally and steadily trained their sights on the door, and Captain Bran stood in the middle of everyone spinning his minigun. 
 
    “Matalo!” He shouted, “Blow the door!” Matalo nodded and fired his grenade launcher. When it struck the doors, it blew them inward and off their hinges. After a few moments, the Marauders began to come. 
 
    “Fire!” Bran bellowed as he pulled his trigger. A heavy stream of bullets exploded from his minigun and riddled the space where the door had been. Marauders began falling left and right. Crinnan stood between Alec and a Vampre lieutenant named Mace Tarnfell and fired his rifle with the rest of them. Occasionally Flox and Baron, Century Squad’s sharpshooters, would fire their high-powered rifles if one of the Marauders got too close.  
 
    “Keep it tight!” Bran’s voice boomed above the gunfire, “Don’t let any through!” He let off his minigun for a moment to allow it to cool and noticed the piling bodies. He snickered at the sight and looked back to see Lord Xian standing quietly. He had only his sword drawn and faced away from the Centurions. He stared quietly beyond the tower and into the ruins of the weald. Bran took a drag of his cigar and returned his focus to the Marauders. 
 
    “Where are you?” Xian asked quietly, “I can feel you.” He scanned the ruins and the trees. He looked in all directions and waited. He was, to say at the least, apprehensive about his upcoming encounter. One hundred years prior Eon had given him a fight from which he had barely walked away. He prayed to the Brothers that Eon had not grown stronger. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” Xian whispered, “Do you fear me?” He received no response, only silence, “Come, Eon. Let us end this.” A breeze blew through Xian’s hair, and he felt a shiver on his spine.  
 
    “I feel you,” Xian continued to whisper, “But I am too strong for you. We both know…” A graphite colored masked being suddenly phased in front of Supreme Commander Xian. For a moment the two old enemies stood within arm’s reach and silently faced one another, neither said a word. Xian stared at his nemesis with eyes like daggers and gripped the handle of his sword tighter. Finally, a white beam of pulsing light emerged from Xian’s hand and swallowed his sword as it extended to the tip of his blade.  
 
    “Old friend…” Eon sang, “Tis a wonderful surprise to find you here. Have you come to swear fealty? To hand over your armies and join the new world I am creating?” 
 
    “I am here to banish you from this world once again,” Xian scowled and gritted his teeth together, "I am stronger than when we last met, you would be wise to submit.”  
 
    Eon laughed and waved a finger at Xian. He drew his sword, and the blade quickly became shrouded by dark, pulsing energy. 
 
    Xian stepped back and raised his weapon; Eon followed suit. The two danced around each other for a moment, and finally, Eon spoke.  
 
    "Strike true, Commander," Eon taunted, "Can you do it? Can you kill a god?" 
 
    At that, Xian darted forward. He feigned an attack to the right but spun and slammed his blade into Eon's. Eon howled and pushed Xian back, thrusting as he did so. Xian evaded the strike and put some space between him and his enemy. 
 
    "You are strong," Eon declared as the two circled each other, "We could rebuild this world together you know. I can forgive your past transgressions, and you can become one of my generals. Come Xian! Join me; we fight the same enemy after all!" 
 
    “Never, Eon.” Xian firmly declared, “My enemy is evil. Yours is anyone stronger than you. I fight for freedom; you for power.” Eon cocked his head, and with a laugh, he nodded. 
 
    Xian growled and closed the space between them. Their swords met once again, and for a moment more they fought. As Xian jumped back from one of Eon's swipes, Eon seemed to vanish. Xian’s eyes darted around, and he realized something was wrong. 
 
    Xian suddenly felt something... odd. It did not hurt, but it did not feel right. He could not speak for his tongue seemed to have split into two. His field of vision strangely seemed to grow, and he felt as if he was losing balance. The sword fell from his hand, and the white light faded. He blinked, or he thought he did, and then the two halves that Eon had turned Lord Xian’s body into fell in opposite directions, his blood splashed onto the ground beneath him and his entrails piled atop the puddle. The bisected mess that was once the mighty and noble Commander Xian’s body gently twitched on the ground as his lifeforce completely vanished. 
 
    Everyone stopped firing their weapons except for the Humaans, Bran, and Crinnan. It was not that they no longer wanted to shoot, but it was that they no longer could. Eon had taken control of the NaNe of the eleven Elf, Vampre or Faire Centurions and while he could not control the Humaan or Gaian, he certainly could still kill them. 
 
    Crinnan, who was indeed capable of using the NaNe and thus susceptible to Eon’s power was strangely unaffected. Something prevented Eon from locking his body into place like his squadmates. Crinnan broke formation and turned to find Eon standing on the edge of the building, facing him. 
 
    “So you are him,” Crinnan tossed his rifle aside for he knew it was useless against such power. His fight with Sage that morning flashed in his mind, and he recalled the Elf phasing out of the way of his bullets. He stepped forward and stared at the menacing masked being before him. 
 
    “Why me?” Crinnan shouted, “Surely someone like you would not be after the bounty?” 
 
    “My friend,” Eon's modulated voice seemed to surround him. His feet floated a few inches off the ground, and he closed in toward Crinnan, “You truly do not remember?” 
 
    “No... What is behind the mask, who are you?” Eon laughed and ran his hand across his mask and up to the pointed bone crown he wore. 
 
    “Oh my friend,” He said amid his laughter. “‘Tis too soon to reveal this face to you.” Crinnan was silent, and Eon got within arm’s reach of him. 
 
    “What do you want?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “I want you,” Eon admitted, “You freed me from the Hells, returned me to this world… to my ambitions. My dear friend, you are the harbinger of salvation, the savior’s savior if you will.” 
 
    “That… really doesn’t tell me what you want with me,” Crinnan said. 
 
    “To join me, as I joined you in the war that tore apart the Hells. I want you to fight by my side as we did in the other world, to conquer and rule this plane together.”  
 
    "Why would I want any of that?" Crinnan asked, "I do not want to rule; I do not want to hurt people." 
 
    "That may be your truth now, but you have yet to taste the sweet fruit that is power," Eon seethed, "You know nothing of it, you only know what it is like to be ruled, to be commanded. Break free from your chains Crinnan! Become your true self and fight alongside me. Let us stop this bloodshed together!" 
 
    Crinnan looked back and saw his squadmates firing and fighting to keep the Marauders at bay. He looked over at the pile of gore that was once the celebrated and esteemed Commander Xian. He rubbed his face with his hand and squeezed the handle of his sword. 
 
    "Go back to the Hells!" He shouted. His sword began pulsing with electric NaNe power, and he charged forward. Eon phased out of the way, and Crinnan sliced his weapon through nothing but air. Quickly, he spun to find his enemy. 
 
    "I will forgive that lapse of judgment," Crinnan heard Eon purr from behind him. He felt something solid slam into his kidneys, and he shouted as he fell to the ground. His sword fell from his hand and quickly, in spite of his pain, he drew his revolvers and pointed them in front of himself. 
 
    "You persist," Eon hissed. Crinnan could not see him anywhere; he hurried to his feet and began to spin in place as he searched for the Ancient. Something slammed into each of his knuckles and sent both of his revolvers to the ground, and suddenly, Eon was in front of him, and Crinnan felt icy fingers around his throat. 
 
    "I can only be so forgiving," Eon growled as he squeezed and lifted Crinnan off the ground.          
 
    "No!" Crinnan wrapped his hands around Eon's wrist and tried to pull his arm away. It would not budge; he was too strong. Crinnan gasped for air, and Eon slammed him to the ground. 
 
    "It's so simple for me!" Eon flicked his wrist toward Century Squad, and one of the soldier's bodies exploded. Blood and gore rained down on all of them, and Crinnan pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    "Shall I continue?" Eon shouted, pointing his hand toward Elia, "Shall we watch your friend burst into nothingness?" 
 
    "No!" Crinnan screamed. He fell to his knees and clasped his hands together in front of Eon. "I give in! Take me and do what you will, but do not harm Elia!" tears streamed down Crinnan's eyes as he knelt and desperately begged the masked being.  
 
    "Don't hurt them! Please, I beg you." Eon lowered his hand and smiled. He knelt and placed one of his palms on Crinnan's cheek. 
 
    "Then you shall become my new host." 
 
    At that, Crinnan felt a biting, icy chill spread through his spine. He cried out and fell to the ground, writhing in pain as Eon began to laugh maniacally. The cold spread through Crinnan’s body, causing him to convulse wildly and just as he started to hear Eon laughing inside his mind, everything stopped.  
 
    Eon fell backward, and a look of fury spread across his face. He growled and balled his fists in anger.  
 
    "No!" He shouted as he reached a hand out toward Crinnan, "It cannot be!" 
 
    A burst of NaNe energy blasted from Crinnan’s body and knocked Eon down to a knee. Crinnan found himself on his feet, confused. He looked down at the blood on his hands and heard a voice. 
 
    "I should say it is time to end this."  
 
    "You..." Crinnan gasped as Sage spoke within his mind, "Just like Eshan..." 
 
    "I would be delighted to explain in full detail and with much terminology that you will not understand what precisely is going on," Sage declared from within Crinnan's mind, "But I fear that in our current state of being, that would be unwise. For now, step aside son, let me take care of this delusional asshole for you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Cade V 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    05:30 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Nida...” Cade whimpered as he rappelled down the side of the tower. He had hurried away from the others after his ship had been shot down. He needed to find his beloved. He had nearly descended the tower, and as he took one final leap, he let go of the rope. His feet hit the ground, and he quickly drew his sword. 
 
    "Move!" He shouted as he cut through one of the Marauders. Two others ran up to join the fight, and Cade pulled a pistol from his hip, firing into each of their chests and leaving them writhing on the ground. 
 
    "Nida!" He screamed as he mowed three more of them down. He leaped over their twitching bodies and made his way toward the fire that had begun to rage in the forest before him. 
 
    The ship was easy to find, it had knocked over a cluster of trees and while most of the hull hung in the air, its nose had smashed into the ground. He knew he had no time to waste. He sprinted to the smoking ship, not ceasing to call out Nida's name as he ran. 
 
    "Where are you!" he panicked as he searched the grounds surrounding the vessel. He saw no sign of anyone, not Nida, Smirnov or even Ebren. Cursing, he hurried to the crumpled nose of the ship and began to climb. 
 
    The metal was hot even against his gloved hands, but he did not care. He climbed up bit by bit until he was able to reach the cockpit. He found that the front window had shattered during the crash and as he scrambled through, he saw Nida lying on the floor with a blood-covered Doctor Smirnov next to her. 
 
    "Nida!" Cade cried as he fell to his knees next to her. Large shards of glass stuck out of her chest, and her face bled from multiple large gashes. Cade's hands instinctively reached for the shards, but Smirnov stopped him. 
 
    "No!" He shouted as he grabbed Cade's wrist. Cade pulled his hand back and bent over to look at his beloved. He pressed his forehead against hers, and she began to cry softly and winced with pain at each noise she made. 
 
    "The... baby," she whispered, "I can feel her... she’s kicking..." Cade grabbed Nida’s hand and held it tight. He kissed her face over and over and finally looked to Smirnov. 
 
    "What can you do, doctor?" He asked, his tone soaked in desperation, "How can we get her out of here?" 
 
    Smirnov shook his head and gave Cade a somber look, "I am truly sorry, but there is nothing that can be done..." He sighed, feeling a bit defeated, "If we remove the glass, her lungs will fill with blood, and she will drown. Moving her will only worsen her situation; the glass will shred her insides and potentially break. Cade, I see that you two are in love; at this point you can only try to make her comfortable. You have to say goodbye." 
 
    "No!" Cade cried. He did not have the strength to scream, barely had enough to speak at all. His throat felt like it was clogged and his heart felt as if it had turned to dust. Snot and tears dripped from his eyes and nose, and he squeezed Nida's hand tighter, "There has to be something... the sap? What about the sap from the Sentinel?" 
 
    "Cade, I did not bring any with me. Even so, it does not work that fast; it is a long-term healing agent..." He frowned and placed a hand on Cade's shoulder, "She doesn't have much time, Mister President. Comfort her, be with her in her last moments."      
 
    Cade groaned and pushed his forehead against hers again. For a moment the two wept together, but then Nida spoke again. 
 
    "I am fine, Cade," she said weakly but with more strength than he realized, "Save the baby, please... save her." She closed her eyes and with weak hands reached down and grabbed her belly.  
 
    "How... far along is she?" Smirnov asked. 
 
    "Over two months," Nida choked, “Two hundred twenty days... or so." 
 
    Smirnov nodded and quickly reached into his pack. He dug out a small folded leather case; two blunt metal hooked tools, a spool of clear tubing, a long plastic syringe looking tube with a bulb at the end, a blood pressure cuff, and a plastic breathing mask with a hole in the front where a tube would go. He set all his items in line and looked down at Nida. 
 
    "Wait, what are you doing," Cade snapped at the doctor. He sat up and looked back and forth between Nida and Smirnov with a panicked expression on his face. Smirnov sighed and held his hands up as he faced Cade. 
 
    "Get ahold of yourself Mister President," Smirnov exclaimed, "Or get out of here. There is... there is no chance for Nida. I may be able to save the baby though, but you have to let me..."  
 
    Cade snarled and bore his teeth as he quickly raised his pistol to Smirnov's face. The doctor went silent and slowly took a step back, trying to remain calm.  
 
    "You will save her!" Cade spat as he bitterly wept, "Nida! You will save Nida!" 
 
    "Nida cannot be saved!" The doctor yelled as his face turned red, "I can only save your child!" Cade took a furious step closer and smashed the barrel of his pistol against Smirnov's forehead. The doctor cringed, and at the feeling of the gun against his head, he could only pray that the President didn’t completely snap.  
 
    "Cade!" Nida rasped. Blood leaked from the corners of her mouth as she spoke and she coughed a wet sounding cough, "Stop, please let him..." 
 
    "No..." Cade grit his teeth and pushed the pistol harder against Smirnov. His nostrils flared, and his cheeks reddened as his finger caressed the trigger of his weapon. As he reached up and grabbed the doctor’s collar, he exhaled the breath he had been holding and finally lowered his pistol. 
 
    "Nida..." he sobbed as he let the doctor go and turned toward his beloved. He fell to a knee next to her and kissed her head again, "Nida I am sorry, I am so sorry..." 
 
    "Stop it," she weakly whispered, "You're the... strongest man I know. So be fucking strong and let him save our baby. I... love you."  
 
    Cade caressed the side of Nida's head and bit his lip. She weakly reached up and touched his face, forming a smile as she did so. 
 
    "Let him work..." She sighed, "I am ready." Cade grabbed her hand and kissed it, accidentally smearing the blood on his lips as he did. Nida smiled. Cad stood and turned towards the doctor, "I am sorry," he lowered his head, and Smirnov snorted in response. He ignored Cade and knelt to address Nida. 
 
    "This will happen very fast," he informed her as he pulled on a pair of white rubber gloves, "you may feel some discomfort, but the painkiller I gave you when I found you earlier will do its job." He opened his mouth to explain that the procedure was very risky and that there was a chance that the child may not live but decided against it. She would not live to see the baby die; he knew she probably wouldn't make it another hour.  
 
    Smirnov flipped open the small leather folder he pulled from his pack, revealing an assortment of small surgical tools. For a moment he focused on the tools and then looked up at Nida. After giving her a brief, warm smile, he gently straightened her legs and unbuttoned her pants. After unzipping, and lowering them slightly, he carefully, yet swiftly grabbed a pair of scissors and began to cut away at the lower half of her shirt, starting at the bottom of her sternum. He was careful not to touch the large shards of glass that had penetrated her left lung and most likely her subclavian artery as well; he did not want to cause any more damage than what was already done. 
 
    As he placed the scrap of shirt aside, Smirnov glanced up at Cade expectantly. Cade, obviously shaken by the whole ordeal, knelt and met the doctor’s gaze. 
 
    “You will do exactly as I say,” Smirnov instructed him, “Exactly when I say it. I will be in and out quickly, do not object and do not do deter from what I tell you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade whispered. His face had paled, and his eyes had reddened. He was enduring a state of shock. It was an emotional ride he had never taken before; he looked over at Nida and bit his lip to keep from bursting into tears again. 
 
    “Cade!” Smirnov yelled, “This is your child! You must focus! I know this is a difficult moment for you, trust me… please though, you have to focus. We are about to begin.” 
 
    Cade forced a smile at Nida, she wore a look of fear but managed to smile back. She looked up at the two people surrounding her and gave the doctor a sudden apprehensive look. 
 
    “Rest your head, sweet girl,” Smirnov instructed as he pulled a glistening scalpel from the leather folder, “Do not watch, do not wait. Think only of the things in your life that bring you joy. Think of them and cling to them. Do not let go.” 
 
    Smirnov took a deep breath and hovered the blade just under her belly button. Gently, he pushed, and as if he had suddenly become a surgical machine himself, he dragged the scalpel vertically downward with a precision that only a lifetime of practice could yield. The skin bled and separated as he cut, revealing the yellow porous looking layer of fat beneath. He lifted the blade when he gauged he was three inches from the pubic bone and turned to Cade. 
 
    “Take these,” Smirnov handed him the two blunt hook looking instruments. “Hold the skin open, do not be afraid of tearing; just hold it open as wide as you can.” 
 
    Cade hesitated, and Smirnov reached out and slapped him on the side of the head, “I told you to pay attention!” He wore a furious look as he chastised the President, “Do it now!”  
 
    Cade inserted each of the hooks behind Nida’s severed skin and pulled it open. He cringed and began to rapidly breathe.  
 
    “Wider,” Smirnov demanded, “Control your breathing you are fine.” Cade pulled harder, and the doctor quickly leaned in and sliced through the fat using multiple light swiping motions. With one hand, he moved the fat aside, revealing a light pink thin sheet of fibrous tissue that covered the top layer of the abdominal muscle. He cut through, gently dabbing the area free of blood with a gauze towel as he did so. 
 
    “Open the skin Cade,” Smirnov growled as he stared down at the exposed muscle, “Wider, come on!” 
 
    Nida’s hands reached down and took hold of each side opening on her belly. She pulled with what strength she had and gave the doctor more room than Cade had provided. Smirnov looked up to Nida and gave her a thin smile and then leaned back in and cut the abdominal muscle layers. With another dab of the gauze, he grabbed a pair of forceps, pinched up the next layer and sliced it open, finally revealing the uterus. 
 
    “After this next step, the baby will be here,” Smirnov informed Cade and Nida, “Cade, be ready to take hold of the child.” 
 
    Smirnov quickly made a “u” shaped incision with his scalpel on the uterus. Blood and fluid rushed out, and Smirnov inserted his hand into the gash he had made. For a very brief moment, his hand remained inside her as he fished for the baby. As Smirnov pulled back, Cade watched as a tiny grey-skinned and black-haired head wiggled out of the heavily bleeding incision. His mouth dropped open, and he looked over at Nida. 
 
    “Is it okay?” Cade blurted as the doctor gently tugged at the head. The baby slid out, and Smirnov quickly placed the child into Cade’s arms. Smirnov promptly leaned in and put his mouth around the baby’s nose. He turned away and spat and then with a piece of gauze cleaned out the baby’s mouth. The baby let out a tiny squeak of a cry and Smirnov caressed the side of its cheek with his finger. 
 
    “A girl,” Smirnov smiled as he looked back at Nida. Nida burst into tears, and her whole body trembled as she cried, “Is she… okay?” 
 
    “She will be,” Smirnov insisted as he pulled his gloves off. He lifted a piece of clear tube to the child’s mouth and stretched it to her ear. With a pen, he made a mark on the tube where it met her ear and stepped away. 
 
    “Let her mother see her,” Smirnov told Cade as his face wrinkled up with emotion, “Do it now.”  
 
    Cade carefully knelt and held the baby so that Nida could touch her. Tears streamed down her face as she looked over at her daughter. Nida reached out and ran her finger over the baby’s head. She felt her hair and her ears and ran the tips of her fingers over the baby’s lips. As Nida shook her head, Smirnov stuck the needle of another syringe of painkillers into her arm. As he pressed down on the plunger, and while she had her attention on the baby, Smirnov looked up at Cade and shook his head. Cade knew what it meant, his eyes grew wide and as he fought to hold his tears in his chest began to tremble. 
 
    “Cade…” Nida whispered as she seemed to gaze through him. Cade sniffled and moved in closer to his beloved. Nida placed her blood-soaked hand on the back of his head and felt his hair flow through her fingers.  
 
    “Be good…” Nida’s voice trailed off as she exhaled one last breath. Her head rolled to the side, and she closed her eyes as she quietly and gently slipped away. 
 
    “I’m always good,” Cade’s voice cracked as he recanted her words from back at the Lithaani Sentinel. He sniffled and wiped the snot from his nose as he leaned in and kissed Nida’s cheek. She did not respond. Cade closed his eyes and lowered his head as he wailed on the floor next to her.  
 
    “I did this,” his body shook, and Smirnov quickly stood and walked over. He snatched the baby and stepped away as the unstable Cade mourned. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Cade fumed as he stepped backward, “I brought her to this damned Weald. I got her killed!” He turned around and threw his fist through a navigation screen behind him and roared as he kicked a chair out of the way. He pressed his hand against the wall to support himself and heaved for a moment. 
 
    “My fault,” he repeated between heavy breaths, “My fault…” He held one of his breaths as a dark and silent calm came over him. Quickly, he pulled his pistol from its holster and pressed it against his head. 
 
    “Take care of the baby, doctor,” Cade begged Smirnov as he took a step closer. Cade had a manic look in his eye, Smirnov realized that a sudden bout of insanity had come over him. It was no doubt onset by the mutilation and subsequent death of Nida, and the unshakable feeling that it was all his fault. 
 
    “Take care of her. Give her a… a good life.” He closed his eyes and put his finger on the trigger. Just as he had resigned himself to death and was about to squeeze, something substantial and metal slammed against the back of his head. He collapsed to the ground, dropping his pistol in the process and Nora, Dauid and Freyja stared down at him. 
 
    “What the Hells happened here?” Nora asked as she looked from Nida to Smirnov. Smirnov shook his head as he wrapped a breathing mask around his head. Nora looked and saw that a tube went from the mask and down the tiny baby’s throat. “Who are you? What is going on?” 
 
    “The baby is premature,” Smirnov said to the strangers as he positioned a blood oxygen monitor onto the baby’s foot, “This mask on my face will allow her to get air, I will breathe for her as she has trouble breathing on her own.” Smirnov cut the umbilical cord from the baby’s mother and clamped it shut on the baby’s belly.  
 
    Freyja stared down at the mutilated corpse of Nida and hummed aloud. He looked up at Smirnov, at the baby, and back to Dauid.  
 
    “So he cut the baby out of her stomach?” Freyja asked. 
 
    “Yeah, kid,” Dauid replied, seeming not to believe what he saw, “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Is he going to eat it?” 
 
    “What the fucking fuck, no,” Dauid stepped away from Freyja, not taking his eyes off of him for a second, “The Hells is wrong with you boy?” 
 
    “We need to get that baby out of here,” Nora announced, dismissing her new companions, “The fire is coming this way, and Marauders surround us. I will grab Cade,” She turned to Smirnov, “You are... with him I gather?” 
 
    “Yes,” Smirnov acknowledged, “I am employed by Cade.” 
 
    “Are there any others?” Nora demanded. 
 
    “One other, though I am not certain where he is.” 
 
    “No matter. We need to find a clearing,” Nora insisted, “Get away from the fire, out of these woods. We cannot go back to Racon Tower, it is swarming with Eon’s army,” She looked down at the baby, “Will it... live?” 
 
    “With this breathing apparatus I have created, yes,” Smirnov replied, “But I need to get her to a proper medical facility, soon. This smoke, this environment, it may be more than her NaNe can handle. I need to get her into a ventilator, to get light on her. She needs milk; I shot her with ten ccs of saline, that should be fine for now but…” 
 
    “There is a facility,” Nora informed him, “Three hours walk from here. It is one of our outposts. There is Ancient equipment there that will help this child. Can she survive for three hours?” 
 
    “Yes,” Smirnov nodded his head, “I… yes she can.” 
 
    “Perfect, then let’s get moving. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can be rid of this accursed night.” Nora bent over and hoisted Cade up with a strength that impressed Smirnov. 
 
    “Yes, I know Eshan,” Nora sighed as she and the others walked toward the front window of the cockpit, “I know he is Crinnan’s brother, I know what Crinnan promised you.” She took a look back at Nida’s body and sighed as she thought of her own children. She had barely escaped the night with her life, and she was eager to get back home to see them. 
 
    “Of course we will keep the baby alive, Eshan,” Nora continued, “If one damn good thing comes out of this terrible night, that has to be it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Ema'as IV 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - The Silis 
 
      
 
    Ema'as opened her eyes to find Asandra asleep and cuddled up next to her on the bed. Both were naked and covered by the bed sheet, their hands were locked together, and Asandra had her head nuzzled against Ema'as’ neck. Ema'as arm wrapped around her, and she ran her fingers through the Faire's hair as she thought about what had just happened. 
 
    The sex had hands down been the best she had ever had; it was a whirlwind of passion and tenderness that she had never experienced before. She was accustomed to the almost animalistic ways of making love that her life as a Marauder had provided. Every night had brought her a different partner or partners, and it was never an event that involved her emotions. With Asandra, however, she for the first time in a very long time was able to feel something other than what her instincts had allowed. She had been able to open up her heart, and when she did, a river of suppressed emotion gushed out. 
 
    She stared at Asandra's sleeping face and smiled. She wanted her life to be like that every day, she wanted to shed the shell that the life in the wastes had encompassed her in. She wanted to truly explore and feel other people in the same way that she had with Asandra. She wanted to want more than to be penetrated; she wanted her heart to feel warm. As she thought it over, she let out a sigh for she feared that her mind would never allow such a thing. She could already feel her walls going up. 
 
    She tried to scoot away, and Asandra opened her violet eyes. She looked over at Ema'as and smiled as she sat up.  
 
    "How do you feel?" Asandra’s sweet voice asked as the two locked gazes, "Was I able to satisfy you?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as smiled and ran her hand over Asandra's hair again, "You were amazing." The Faire giggled and swung her bare legs over the side of the bed. Ema'as watched her as she stood and found her dress, she stepped into it and walked toward the kitchen area, leaving Ema'as a bit confused. 
 
    "Well, if you survive your meeting today then you are free to stop by anytime. There are other familiars as well; I have no doubt they will all be excited to meet you!"  
 
    Ema'as felt stupid. Why had she let herself think like that? Like she and Asandra had some kind of emotional connection? The lady was doing her job; she just pleased Ema’as because that was how she survived.  
 
    Ema’as forced a smile and nodded her head at the familiar as she too stood up from the bed and searched for her clothes. An irrational frustration was boiling inside her, and she wished she could get out of there.  
 
    "Am I allowed to walk around... Like to explore the ship?" Ema'as asked Asandra as she pulled her clothes on. Asandra turned around and raised her eyebrows. She thought for a moment and smiled. 
 
    "I don't see why not, honey," she chirped in her all too pleasant sing-song voice, "it's easy to get lost though, should I send a Cy with you?" 
 
    “A Cy?" Ema'as repeated, "What is a Cy?" 
 
    "Oh, I guess Daanel didn't explain everything yet," Asandra shrugged as she dried her hands on a towel and set it on the kitchen counter, "The Cy are Humaan creations. They are like robot people. They learn like we do and protect us. Here, look." She walked across the room to a door that looked like it led to a closet. She pulled it open, and Ema'as' eyes grew wide.  
 
    Standing inside the closet was exactly what Asandra had described. A red painted robot that stood slightly taller than herself. It was humanoid in shape in the fact that it had two arms and two legs. Its head was triangular and had a black luminescent sphere embedded in the middle of it. Ema'as braced herself on the bedpost, and the Cy stepped forward. 
 
    "Good morrow, miss Asandra!" It exclaimed with a cheerful yet hollow-sounding tone, “‘Tis another beautiful day, would you not agree?" 
 
    "I'm sure it's lovely out Sayid!" Asandra enthusiastically replied with a wide smile, "We have a guest today, a new face for you. A friend." 
 
    "My, do I love meeting new friends," Sayid said as he turned toward Ema'as, "I am called Sayid the twelfth, I enjoy chess. It is lovely to make your acquaintance!" 
 
    "Hi," Ema'as replied with a mildly alarmed tone. 
 
    "Go on!" Asandra cheered, "Tell him your name. Tell him something you like!" 
 
    "I am Ema'as," she said slowly, "I enjoy... tanning hides I guess." 
 
    “‘Tis a wonderful pastime, tanning hides! Do tell; you specialize in bovine or hircine tanning? Or perhaps another type?" 
 
    "People..." Ema'as answered. 
 
    "How wonderful!" Sayid responded, "Tis a wonderful pastime, people tanning. Do tell, how do you prepare the skin for..." 
 
    "Okay, that's probably enough," Asandra interrupted as she gave Ema'as a strange look, "Don't want to give the super strong robot any ideas now... Sayid, would you accompany miss Ema'as as she explores the ship? Help her to keep her bearings?" 
 
    "Why, of course!" Sayid nodded his head and turned toward Ema'as, "Miss Ema'as, right this way if you please!" 
 
    "Hold on!" Ema'as exclaimed as she pulled her dirty shirt over her head, "Let me get dressed!" 
 
    "Oh dear, forgive me!" Asandra cried as she approached, "But these clothes are filthy. I cannot in good conscience let you go out in those. Here, come here we are about the same size, let's find you something!" Asandra took hold of Ema'as' hand and dragged her to an armoire next to the bed. 
 
    "Here now," she said as she threw the doors open, "Let's take a look." She rifled through the hanging clothes and pulled out a bright green sleeveless sundress. She looked at it, smiled, and held it out to Ema'as. 
 
    "Uh," Ema'as looked at the dress and then back up to Asandra, "is there anything else?" Asandra looked a bit offended but turned and hung the dress back up.  
 
    "What do you want?" She asked, her voice still cheerful in spite of Ema'as' objection.  
 
    "Pants?" 
 
    "Perfect!" Asandra pulled down a pair of tight looking black pants and handed them over to Ema'as, "And for your top... yes." She pulled out an ivory colored silk tunic and handed it over. Ema'as took off her soiled shirt and dropped it as she pulled the tunic over her head. Asandra handed her a thin black sash and motioned for her to wrap it around her belly. Ema'as gave her a weird look but followed her instructions. 
 
    "You look good!" Asandra cheered as she pulled her over to a mirror, "though, you are still filthy... come on, before you go out let's get you a shower!" 
 
    "A shower?" Ema'as was confused, "What is that?" 
 
    "Oh, my," Asandra pursed her lips together and shook her head, "like a bath? But standing?" 
 
    "Oh," Ema'as nodded and let out a slight chuckle, "Yeah, I mean, we don't take many baths in the caravan." 
 
    "Yeah, I could tell. You're pretty stinky." 
 
    "Stinky?" Ema'as repeated, "I smell fine, like everyone else." 
 
    "Yeah, let's just get you in the shower," Asandra rolled her eyes and dragged Ema'as toward the bathroom, "I'll help you." 
 
    A bright light filled the obscenely white bathroom as Ema'as and Asandra stepped inside. Asandra stepped over to the shower and promptly turned the handle. Ema'as watched in wonder as water seemed to rain from the ceiling. As steam began to form Asandra motioned for Ema'as to remove her clothing. She promptly did so, and Asandra smiled. 
 
    "You have such beautiful skin," she commented as she gestured toward the shower, "so dark and exotic. I look forward to seeing it clean!" 
 
    "Thanks, I guess," Ema'as said as she stepped into the shower. 
 
    The water felt hot on her body, and she watched as the floor beneath her turned brown with filth. She had never before experienced a shower, and while she found it delightful and refreshing, she was somewhat troubled by the whole thing.  
 
    For a Marauder living in the Canruusi Wastes, water was something of a commodity. They had learned to ration and preserve what water they found; most tribes even used it as currency. Ema'as watched as the water disappeared down a hole in the floor and it felt like she was wasting valuable resources. 
 
    "Where does it come from?" She asked as she splashed her face, "The water?" 
 
    "We have a reservoir and water treatment facility onboard," Asandra replied, "300 feet long, fifty feet wide and ten feet deep. The water we recycle here is the same that was brought with the Humaans from their homeworld so long ago. At least that’s what Sayid told me.” 
 
    Ema’as let the water fall through her tangled mess of silky black hair. As the blood and grime rinsed out, she realized that her mane had grown quite long since her last haircut, for the tips stretched down and rested on her shoulders. Asandra reached in and combed through it with her fingers, humming a song as she did so.  
 
    “Such beautiful hair you have,” She commented, “‘Tis a shame what you have done to it!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ema’as smiled. As she looked over to Asandra, she noticed Daanel standing with Sayid in the doorway. She let out a surprised shriek, and Asandra immediately spun around. 
 
    “Lord Daanel!” She announced gleefully. She dried her hands on a towel and stepped up to him with arms outstretched, “So lovely to see you again!” She leaned in and kissed each of Daanel’s cheeks, and he smiled in response. 
 
    “Wait, who is that with you?” Ema’as heard Asandra exclaim, “By Igo, is that Lady Amaria!”  
 
    Ema’as listened as Asandra squealed with joy and turned her head to see if she could see what was going on. She saw that Daanel had a baby in his arms, but could not see in the room behind him. As she gave her body one final rinse, she stepped out of the shower, and Dannel looked her up and down. 
 
    “Not bad,” He flashed his pearly white smile, and Ema’as rolled her eyes. She grabbed one of the white towels and began to dry the water off her body, and as she wrapped the towel around her torso, she stepped up to her master. 
 
    “What is going on?” She asked as she tried to look past him. He was too tall for her to see anything, and she found herself instead staring at the baby, “What is that?” 
 
    “This is a baby. His name is Roc, and he is apparently my little brother,” Daanel answered, “There was a slight deviation from today’s plans, though nothing that will prevent you from meeting with the tribe.” 
 
    “Your brother?” Ema’as repeated as she looked down at the child’s face. He stared up at her with a bashful smile, and Ema’as snorted, “How do you have a brother this young?” 
 
    “My family life is… complicated,” Daanel explained. He flicked the air with his hand as if to brush away the idea and shook his head, “And not for you to worry about. Get dressed; we need to deliver these babies to their family.” 
 
    “How far away is that?” Ema’as asked, a bit apprehensive about doing any more traveling. 
 
    “A few floors down,” Daanel smirked, “Do as I say.” He slid the door shut and left Ema’as alone in the bathroom. 
 
    “Wow,” She exclaimed as she turned and looked at herself in the mirror to the left. She felt like she was looking at a new person. Her hair was no longer matted, and the filth from her body had washed away. She reached up and played with her hair for a moment, and then the door opened, and Sayid stepped inside. 
 
    “Miss Ema’as, I do hope I am not intruding, but Miss Asandra instructed me to assist you.” 
 
    “Assist me?” Ema’as asked, surprised by the Cy’s sudden appearance, “How?” 
 
    “We want to make certain that you are presented to the tribe looking your best,” Sayid explained in his hollow sounding voice, “I will be applying your makeup and styling your hair. Please sit and hold still.” 
 
    “Is that what you robots do?” Ema’as asked as she sat, surprised that he was going to be the one to doll her up. 
 
    “Miss Asandra taught me,” Sayid said as he knelt on one knee. The sphere in his triangular face glowed blue for a moment and seemed to scan Ema’as as the spherical caretaker robot had done earlier. Once he finished with that, he reached out and pressed his hand onto a port on the wall. The mirror suddenly began to flash various images rapidly and then stopped. A small tray ejected from the bottom of the mirror and Sayid released his hand from the port on the wall and reached inside. 
 
    “King Graham will be most pleased with your appearance,” Sayid declared as he pulled a brush from the tray. As he dabbed the brush on her face, he held his free hand up to her head. A hole appeared in his palm, and a rush of hot air blew out. He slowly circled her head with his hand, working quickly to complete his task. 
 
    “Do you have any tips?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “I have multiple tips,” Sayid replied. The sphere in the middle of his head glowed yellow and a smiling face displayed as he spoke again, “One on each of my fingers. Ha. Ha. Ha.” 
 
    Ema’as laughed. Not at all because she believed Sayid’s joke was funny, but at the thought of a machine making a joke in the first place.  
 
    “All joking aside,” Sayid continued, “King Graham is very old but appreciates class. He knows when somebody is trying to mislead him, so do not lie to him.” 
 
    Sayid leaned back, and an image of a thumbs up appeared on his sphere, “You are looking wonderful, Miss Ema’as.” He stepped back, making room for her and she stood and turned toward the mirror. 
 
    “Oh wow,” She exclaimed as she examined her face, “Is that me?” 
 
    “Your eyes are large and lovely,” Sayid replied, “I lined them with eyeliner and thickened your eyelashes. Your cheekbones are naturally appealing, and I accentuated the contouring of your face. Fortunately for you, unlike flat faced Miss Asandra, you do not require much makeup.” 
 
    Ema’as reached out and grabbed the tunic and pants that Asandra had hung on the wall for her. She quickly threw them on and tied the sash around her waist. When she was satisfied, she stepped toward the door and into the room where the others waited. As she appeared, they turned toward her and Asandra stepped forward with a wide smile. 
 
    “Look at you!” she gushed as Ema’as came into view, “By Igo, I do not believe I have ever seen anything so precious!” 
 
    “Precious?” Ema’as repeated. She felt a bit underwhelmed and perhaps slighted by Asandra’s response but smiled anyway, “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” Daanel beamed at her, “You will make it difficult for Graham to say no for the most beautiful are always the most dangerous.” He looked back at his mother, who rolled her eyes and shooed him with a flick of her wrist. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Daanel glanced back at Ema’as, “This is my mother, Amaria. It seems she is ready to return to our tribe, to some degree at least.”  
 
    Ema’as looked back at the pale-skinned short platinum-haired beauty behind Daanel and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “That is your mother?” Ema’as asked with a surprised tone, “She doesn’t look any older than you.” 
 
    “Tis true,” Daanel laughed as he stepped forward, “I turned her many years ago, rejuvenated her old body in doing so. She does not appear a day over thirty, does she?” 
 
    “Maybe younger,” Ema’as replied. Amaria smiled wide and pushed her way past Daanel. 
 
    “Thank you, honey,” she smiled as she approached, “I would hug you but, well you see I am a bit tied up right now. But if you keep the compliments coming, you and I should get along just fine.” 
 
    Amaria had a baby in each of her hands, one looked brand new, and the other looked a month or two old. They were, of course, Eliss, Sarasin’s newborn, and Alma; Commander Crinnan and Ladia’s youngest child.  
 
    “Do not get too attached, mother,” Daanel cautioned as he placed Roc into Asandra’s arms and reached for Alma, “Graham has not yet approved her.” Amaria looked Ema’as up and down and smiled.      
 
    “He will,” Amaria confidently said. Ema’as beamed a hopeful smile, and Daanel rolled his eyes and walked to the door. 
 
    “Come,” he beckoned everyone, “Let us get these children to their caretakers. They are not far.” At that, the door slid open, and everyone stepped out onto the walkway. 
 
    Ema’as could not help but marvel once again at the sheer magnitude of the ship. She watched as the caretaker bots floated from place to place, and looked over the side rails at the village in the grass below.  
 
    Daanel led the group down the walkway toward the elevator, Sayid spoke as they walked. 
 
    "Miss Amaria, I do hope you have been well. It has been quite some time since I last laid eyes on you. Or rather, laid eye." 
 
    "Oh, you and your jokes," Amaria chuckled as they walked, "I have been well Sayid, thank you." 
 
    "Pray tell, did you birth all of these children?" He asked as his spherical eye moved from baby to baby. 
 
    "I most certainly did not," she laughed as she shook her head in response, "Only the boy that Miss Asandra is holding. His name is Roc." 
 
    "Roc?" Sayid repeated, "I hope for your sake that he is not too hard-headed. Ha. Ha. Ha. If he shows signs of weakness, you may encourage him to be bolder." 
 
    "Okay Sayid," Amaria rolled her eyes at the Cy, "That is probably enough." 
 
    "Ask, and I shall comply," Sayid replied. His eye changed to an image of a yellow smiling face, and everyone groaned. 
 
    “Does he always do this?” Ema’as asked as their group approached an elevator, “The puns. Is that… his thing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Asandra glanced back at her with an embarrassed grimace, “and I better not catch you encouraging him. It is hard enough to shut him up as it is; that was why I had him locked in the closet.” 
 
    “It was truly a lovely feeling, coming out…” a winking face appeared in his eye as he turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “Sayid!” Asandra snapped at the Cy, “Enough!” 
 
    “As you wish, madam,” When she turned back around, he held his thumbs to the sides of his heads and wiggled his fingers at her. Ema’as smiled in response, and his eye showed an image of a face with its tongue sticking out. 
 
    As the door to the elevator shut behind them, Daanel pressed a button, and they began to descend. The ride was a short one, for as he had previously said, they were only going a few floors. They came to a stop, and Daanel turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “Keep quiet when we speak to the Humaans,” he instructed with an outstretched finger pointed her way, “This conversation may get… complicated.” Ema’as shrugged her shoulders, and as the doors opened, they all walked outside. 
 
    “Housing level C-38,” Sayid announced as they stepped onto a walkway that was identical to the one they had come from, “Home to the only remaining descendants of the original Humaan voyagers.” 
 
    Daanel led them down the walkway, passing by a few Humaan people as he did so. He nodded and smiled to each of them; they all returned his greeting. None of them seemed bothered by their presence, they all just went about their lives as usual. 
 
    “So they have been here since the Humaans landed?” Ema’as whispered to Sayid. The Cy turned his head toward her and gave it a shake, an image of a thumbs down appeared on his eye. 
 
    “They have been here since the Humaans left,” He corrected her, “Nine hundred eighty-seven years, thirty-two generations. We have all been here: my brothers, my cousins, my masters and me.” 
 
    “And the Vampre, they arrived forty years ago?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “Indeed, Miss Ema’as,” his eye turned to a thumbs up sign, “King Graham arrived forty-two years ago. He discovered the Silis and found that the Humaans inside were in the middle of a centuries-old conflict. With his help, he assisted Captain Jamiso in bringing peace to the ship. When that was done, he was hailed a hero, and the Humaan people made him their new captain, retiring the Jamiso family from its nearly ten centuries of leadership.” 
 
    “What about the brother and sister that escaped, did Graham help them?” 
 
    “Little Crinnan and his sister Sayraa… I remember them well! Crinnan’s imagination was too large to be contained even by this ship; his little sister was at his side everywhere he went. They were the ones to find Graham and restore peace to this ship.” 
 
    At the mentioning of Crinnan’s name, Amaria briefly glanced back at the Cy. He noticed that he had gotten her attention and three question marks flashed across his eye indicating that he needed more input. She shook her head and looked forward just as Daanel stopped in front of one of the seemingly infinite numbers of doors. He turned toward Amaria and gestured forward. 
 
    “The Jamiso residence,” he reached out and gently rapped on the door, “Hopefully, you will find what you are looking for here Mother.” Amaria nodded her head and waited. She could hear movement behind the door, and after a few brief moments, it finally slid open. 
 
    A chubby Humaan who stood as tall as Commander Crinnan appeared in the frame. His thin hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he had streaks of silver on the sides of his head. He immediately looked at Daanel and smiled, but paused as he noticed the rest of the group. 
 
    “Master Daanel,” he exclaimed with a concerned tone, “We were not expecting company…” 
 
    “Do not worry Rodrick,” Daanel assured him with a soothing tone, “We come with good news, are your mother and father home?” 
 
    “Of course,” he beckoned them inside and stepped out of their way, “Mom and Dad are in the living room glued to the television as always.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rodrick,” Daanel nodded at him as he stepped inside, the others followed closely behind. 
 
    “Good morrow Mister Rodrick!” Sayid heaved as he walked by, “I hope you are well!”  
 
    The inside was larger than Ema’as expected. Asandra’s home had only been a studio apartment, but the Jamiso residence was many times that size. Directly in front of her was a staircase that led up to a second floor and a hallway with at least three doors was immediately to the left of the stairs. A large open room with sofas and a wall-sized viewing screen were to her right. She heard the sounds of people talking, of children screaming with laughter from somewhere in the home.  
 
    Daanel guided them to their right and into the room with the sofas and the television. Two old Humaans sat in recliners that were facing the large screen. One, a male, was broad-shouldered and a bit lumpy. His mouth hung open, and he appeared to be asleep. He looked to have been at least eighty years old with thin grey hair and jowls that hung down past his jaw. He wore a flannel button-down shirt that was tucked into a pair of light blue pants and had leather boots on his feet. A string tie was tucked under his collar and hung down on his chest. 
 
    The other, a female, had white curly hair and a pair of glasses over her eyes. She wore a baby blue colored blouse and white pants, a pair of thin socks covered her feet. She had a smile on her face for no apparent reason and turned to look at the others as they entered. 
 
    “My oh my!” She exclaimed as she looked at her visitors. Her voice was sweet and aged, “I wasn’t expecting company. Oh, the house is a mess! Wake up, Johnny!” 
 
    The old man groaned something, and his face curled up in a grimace, but he did not wake up. The old woman sighed and lowered the footrest on her recliner, standing as she did so.      
 
    “Who do we have here?” The woman gushed as she walked up to the group. Her eyes were on the babies, and she wore a smile as wide as the horizon. 
 
    “Look at you darlings, oh my I’ve never seen something so adorable," She looked up at Amaria and wrinkled up her face. After a moment, her mouth dropped open, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” She declared with a happy tone, “Amaria! Johnny, it’s my old friend Amaria!” 
 
    “Hello, Lucille,” Amaria’s smile matched Lucille’s and she stepped into the old woman’s arms, “It is truly lovely to see you again.” 
 
    “You’ve come back to us!” Lucille squealed as she hugged Amaria and the babies in her arms tight, “And you’ve brought…” She turned to the old man and shouted at him. 
 
    “Johnny Jamiso wake your lazy butt up!”  
 
    Johnny snapped awake and sat up straight in his chair. He looked around, a bit confused for a moment and shook his head quickly when he saw Amaria. 
 
    “Is that ol’ Amaria?” he asked as he stood to his feet. His back and knees popped, and he groaned a bit as he hobbled over.  
 
    “Amaria, Amaria!” He sang gleefully as he walked over. Lucille stepped back, and he hugged the Vampress tight.  
 
    “What in the world are you doing here?” He asked with a smile, “I thought we’d never see your pretty face again!” 
 
    “It is wonderful seeing you two,” Amaria said as she looked down at the tops of the babies’ heads, “I have… something for you.” 
 
    “Something for us?” Johnny raised his head as he looked at her down the bridge of his nose, “What did you bring us?” 
 
    “Well,” Amaria did not know how to break it to them, “You see…” She sighed and tried to clear her head, “These babies… well, they are your great-grandchildren.” 
 
    Johnny looked over at Lucille, and they both made the same confused expression as their heads turned back toward Amaria.  
 
    “Great… grandchildren?” Johnny slowly repeated as he looked down at the babies, “As in…” 
 
    “As in… they are Crinnan’s child and grandchildren.” 
 
    “C… Crinnan? My Crinnan?” Lucille removed her glasses and dabbed her eye with a tissue that she had pulled from her pocket. She had not seen her son for four decades, and the thought of him brought tears to her eyes, “You mean…” 
 
    “You’re saying our boy is alive?” Johnny stood up a little taller, and his eyes seemed to glimmer. He reached for his wife and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her into him. 
 
    “Yes,” Amaria nearly whispered, “Crinnan is alive and well… he has such a large and beautiful family. Here, look!” She nodded down at the newborn in her left arm, “This is Eliss, he is Crinnan’s eldest daughter’s son. He was born only this morning. And this,” She nodded down at Alma, “Well this is little Alma. She is nearly one and is Crinnan’s youngest child. She is your grandchild.” 
 
    Lucille took a deep breath and began to fan her face with her hand. She looked down at little Alma with love in her eyes and Johnny squeezed her shoulders tight. 
 
    “My baby boy’s little girl…” She looked back and forth between the babies and seemed to begin to quiver with joy. Johnny Jamiso beamed with delight as he pointed at the child in Daanel’s arms. 
 
    “Who’s that little girl now?” He asked. 
 
    “That's a boy,” Amaria smiled and let out a slight chuckle, “His name is Roc, he is… he is my son.” 
 
    “Your son?” Johnny repeated, sounding amazed and excited as he did, “Well I’ll be. Ain’t that something? Amaria brought her own baby boy for us to see.” 
 
    “Yes, Johnny he is my son,” Amaria confirmed. She bit her lip and tapped her foot nervously, “And he is your great grandson.”  
 
    Johnny and Lucille looked at each other again and then back to Amaria. Lucille shook her head slightly, and Johnny scratched the top of his head. Both of the elderly Humaans were having a difficult time processing what Amaria was telling them. Finally, Lucille cocked her head and spoke. 
 
    “You’re saying…” 
 
    “I am saying that I married your grandson Rubaan,” Amaria informed them. She sniffled and looked around nervously. She was the elder Jamiso’s age and had known them for nearly half her life. They were among her closest friends, and the thought of upsetting them somehow was difficult for her, “My name is now Amaria Jamiso.”  
 
    Johnny looked at his wife, and the two frowned for a moment. Johnny looked down at his boots and then up to Amaria and couldn’t seem to keep his tongue in his mouth as he licked his dry old lips. Finally, the old man burst into laughter, and he took hold of his Lucille’s hand. His body moved in a way that an eighty-year-old Humaan’s shouldn’t as he danced and jerked his wife around. The two laughed and whooped, and Amaria stood surprised and smiled widely with them.  
 
    “Well then,” Daanel exclaimed as he turned and placed Roc into Rodrick’s hands, “I believe you and I have other matters to take care of,” He looked at Ema’as, and she nervously nodded her head. Asandra stepped up behind her and placed her hand on her back. 
 
    “You will do fine honey,” she whispered encouragingly, “Whatever you do, be honest.” Ema’as turned, and Asandra nodded her head at her. Daanel reached out his hand, and Ema’as took hold of it as the two left the room and headed toward their meeting with the High Vampre clan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Rubaan XI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    23:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Rubaan stood next to his parents, Emerald and Vice-Commander Card in the Base 21 hangar. The Centurions, Pancho, and Kavin stood behind Card and waiting silently though not as stone-faced as a regular soldier would have. They joked and laughed quietly with one another and Kavin burned a cigarette as they did. 
 
    The hangar was a room larger than any other in the Base. It was mostly grey as it was composed of Ancient concrete and metal and had three floors. The bottom floor stored the ground vehicles, the second was for flyers, and third was the garage and storage. Hydraulic rectangular doors that were wider than they were tall sat at the front of the hangar, and a series of ramps along the walls connected the floors.  
 
    While the hangar was by no means full, there were enough vehicles to at least put up a fight. There were nearly fifty light recon bikes or “skeeters” and half as many “moths” or silent hoverbikes. There were thirty civilian looking armor-plated cars and about fifteen four-wheel drive single and dual cab work trucks. There were twenty light assault vehicles, “badgers,” that had light armor plating and machine gun turrets equipped on top and thirty or so ground armored personnel carriers, “donkeys.” 
 
    Twelve “bison” or light tanks sat toward the large hydraulic metal doors at the front of the hangar. Seven “rhinos” or heavy tanks were next to them. On the second floor, above them, were about twenty HAPTs, and nearly as many light recon flyers “sparrows,” and fighters “raptors.” There was also a bicycle with two SMGs mounted to the handlebars. The soldiers referred to it as the “Harbinger of Destruction.” It was something that was frankly a waste of resources, had never been used, and should not have been created. 
 
    “Are you certain you are prepared for this?” Commander Crinnan asked Rubaan with a hint of concern in his voice, “The Centurions could make the trip without you, no problem.” 
 
    “Dad, I am ready,” Rubaan replied confidently, “I just have to get there, it’s no problem. Do not worry about me.” Crinnan nodded and gave his son an unsure smile. He patted him on the shoulder and stepped aside, and Ladia took her husband’s place. 
 
    “Be safe, boy,” She placed her hand on the side of his head and gave him a warm, yet concerned smile, “Remember, if things get too hard. Run.” She leaned in, and he wrapped his arms around her.  
 
    “Okay mom, I will.” He let her go, and she stepped back.  
 
    “You needn’t worry Lady Jamiso,” Kavin, the older Centurion and one of Bran’s Sergeants scratched his mustache and smiled, “The kid won’t need to run while we are around. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “See to it, Preast,” she sternly ordered, “Keep my boy alive. If you do, there’s a beer or two in it for you.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Kavin snickered and punched Pancho in the shoulder, “We’re Centurions, remember, we don’t fucking die.”  
 
    “Take three moths,” Card ordered as he stepped up and faced Kavin, “You know the route, it should take you at least half a day. Do not stop, do not rest. Get there and bring back help. Are we all clear?” He turned his head and looked at Rubaan who nodded in response. Pancho gave him a thumbs up, and Kavin smiled. 
 
    “No worries, Sir,” Kavin confidently replied, “We will get there, we will get our reinforcements. All will be well.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Card said, “Make certain you contact Century when you are outside of Govia’s jamming radius. Rendezvous with them in Empyr when you return, as soon as Milinka’s forces attack from the west, we will prepare our assault from the north. You need to make certain that Century disrupts their supply line, blow the tracks, shoot down their HAPTs. Kill all Govians in Empyr, do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kavin nodded, “You can count on us.” Card stepped away, and the three Black Knights walked up to their moths.  
 
    “Pancho,” Emerald shouted as he mounted his bike. He looked back at her, and she walked up to him. 
 
    “Be safe; do not do anything stupid, do you understand?”  
 
    “I can’t promise that Em,” He smiled, showing off his pointed Lycaani teeth, “But trust me, I’ll get the job done.” He flipped the ignition switch on the console of the moth, and it silently rose off the ground. Pancho gave Emerald a wink and the others started their moths as well. 
 
    The doors groaned open, revealing a dark tunnel that would eventually lead them outside. They flipped on their lights and attached their short-range communicators to their heads. As the others stood back and watched, Rubaan turned to his family and gave them a thumbs up. He knew he wasn’t needed, that the two Centurions were probably making fun of him behind his back, but he didn’t care. He would not stand around and wait, and since Eon could jump into his body at any time, he knew that everyone was safest with him gone.  
 
    Kavin reached his gloved hand up and pointed toward the doors as he accelerated. Pancho followed closely behind and Rubaan, after giving his family one last look, moved forward to keep up.  
 
    As they passed the hangar doors, their headlights illuminated the otherwise black tunnel. The tunnel was very old; it had been dug by the facilities’ previous owners possibly a thousand or more years prior. It was composed mostly of dirt and stone; the Black Knight workers had cleaned and leveled out the floor over the years to make for easier transport of the vehicles. 
 
    “The tunnel is about a mile long,” Rubaan heard Kavin’s voice over his communicator, “Stay at thirty miles per hour, aim for the light.” Rubaan accelerated to match the others speed and heard the slightest of whines come from his engine as he did so. The moths were silent, used primarily for surveillance or in battle they were paired with lances or SMGs for flanking. Rubaan had driven one before, though it had been years. 
 
    Ahead he could see sunslight as a pair of doors at the end of the tunnel opened for them. They rode silently for a minute and a half, and as the opening was upon them, Kavin spoke. 
 
    “We will travel twenty miles north to the beach,” he instructed, “then we will follow the coast for eight hundred miles until we reach the border of Canrom and Kamlot. Once we pass the river, we will have about four hundred miles until we reach Base 11.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Pancho replied, “We should be there in time for breakfast.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Kavin laughed.  
 
    The three burst through the opening and out the rear of the mountain. The Black Knights found themselves on flat grassy ground, and Kavin increased his speed to seventy miles per hour. Pancho and Rubaan followed suit and aimed their vehicles north. 
 
    The warm summer air felt nice as it passed over Rubaan’s skin and short hair. He had a pair of goggles around his neck, and with one hand still holding the handlebar, he raised them to his eyes and strapped them to his head.  
 
    The beach was twenty miles down a very slight grade, but from his position, he could see the water. The ocean stretched from east to west and as far north as he could see. Rubaan thought that apart from Pancho’s tail in front of him, he was at least going to have a nice view most of his journey.  
 
    “Any sign of Govia?” Kavin asked. Rubaan looked to his right and left, and then up in the sky. He saw no sign of the Empire and relayed that back. Pancho also acknowledged that he saw nothing. 
 
    For what seemed like an hour at least, the three Black Knights flew without stopping. Pancho and Kavin would occasionally say a few joking words to one another, but Rubaan remained silent. He thought of his life, of his family and Eon and his brother. He wrestled with the idea that the man he had known as his father his whole life, was not. He stressed over the thought that he was only a clone of his true self and thought warmly about seeing Crinnan alive again. He lamented over the stress and confusion he was causing Amaria and felt glad that Roc was too young to understand any of it. Strangely, he also wondered how the "other" him was doing... 
 
    "Keep your eyes, sharp fellas," Kavin's voiced announced, "we're coming up on pirate territory. Be wary for the next twenty miles." 
 
    "Pirates?" Rubaan repeated. He had heard of them stalking the coasts of North Canrom before, but had never actually seen them. He had never traveled by land to Base 11; in fact, he had only been there once before, "Are they a threat to us?" 
 
    "To Kavin and me, probably not," Pancho replied, "But you need to be extra careful, I've heard stories about them. They'll skin you alive and use your hide for their sails, and then they'll throw your guts to their dogs." 
 
    "They keep dogs on their boats?" Rubaan asked, surprised by the idea, "Do dogs do well at sea?" 
 
    "As good as anything else I imagine," Pancho replied in a tone that suggested he wasn't interested in conversation, "Just stay alert." 
 
    The hoverbikes flew over the sand, kicking up trails behind them. Rubaan watched his mirrors and looked in all directions, hoping he wouldn't notice any unwanted company. He began to notice that the scenery was changing. He saw the stripped chassis of vehicles peppering the landscape, trucks and motorcycles and an occasional crashed flyer. None of them looked recent, but at the same time, none of them looked ancient either. 
 
    "Pick up the speed fellas," Kavin calmly ordered, "We need to get out of here as quickly as we can." 
 
    Kavin and Pancho accelerated forward, Rubaan looked down at his speedometer and noticed his hoverbike was traveling at a rate of 120 miles per hour. He hit the throttle and matched the other's speeds of 150.  
 
    "Watch the wreckage," Kavin's voice returned to the communicator, "if you hit anything, there won't be much left of you to take home."  
 
    Rubaan's attention was all over the place. He fought between maintaining his speed, avoiding the vehicle ruins and keeping his eye out for pirates. He felt his heart rate increase as he became more and more anxious. As he started to get the hang of things, he heard a noise and experienced a sudden wave of panic. 
 
    The sound of gunfire echoed his skull, and he cried out as he accelerated his hoverbike. "They're here!" He screamed into his communicator, "They're shooting at us!" 
 
    "Calm down Jamiso!" Kavin's calm voice replied, "Don't freak out. Keep going!" 
 
    Rubaan hit the accelerator and found himself side by side with Pancho. Pancho waved his hand at him, telling him to keep his distance, but Rubaan shook his head and went faster. His speedometer read 175, probably about the same as his heart rate. 
 
    "He's freaking out," Pancho told Kavin.  
 
    More gunfire erupted as Rubaan approached Kavin's bike. Kavin looked back and shook his head, he increased his speed, and Rubaan heard him speak. 
 
    "Soldier, you need to calm down!" Kavin's voice wasn't quite as calm, but still controlled, "Keep your distance, maintain a speed of 175, we will get through this!" 
 
    Rubaan looked down and saw that he was going 180. He let off the accelerator and just as he heard another barrage of gunfire, he felt a sudden pain in his right thigh. His bike slowed, and he hit the throttle, but the vehicle wouldn't respond. 
 
    "I'm hit!" Rubaan shouted, "My bike has been hit! I'm going to crash!" 
 
    "Coast it, boy!" Kavin calmly but sternly ordered, "Get to the grass, keep your head low, we will swing around for you!" 
 
    The humming of Rubaan's bike stopped, and he watched his speed plummet. As he hit 85 miles per hour, the bike dropped to the ground, and he began to slide through the sand. He was not going to make it to the grass; he had no control over the braking system. The rusty ruins of an old truck were ahead of him and as his bike skidded toward them, he no choice but to bail.  
 
    Rubaan leaped and crashed into the sand only moments before his bike collided with the ruins of the truck. Metal pieces flew everywhere, a shard of something stuck into his calf muscle. He cried out and quickly sat up to see three motorcycles heading his way. With a whimper of terror, he promptly pulled his pistol and began firing. 
 
    The motorcycles weaved in and out of Rubaan's gunfire, not a single bullet made contact. He spent his magazine and tried to push himself up off the ground to run, but the bullet lodged in his femur sent a shock of pain through his leg as he put weight on it and he tumbled back down on the ground. The pirates, by then were nearly on him. 
 
    "Help me!" Rubaan cried out, only to realize his communicator had fallen off his head when he had jumped from his bike. He felt like he was alone and about to meet his end, worried that the Centurions continued the mission without him. He scrambled to crawl away, to make for the ruins of the truck and his bike but saw that the pirates had stopped. They dismounted their motorcycles and drew their swords. Rubaan's body locked up with fear, and he watched as the pirates drew closer. 
 
    A sudden rapid burst of gunfire shook Rubaan back to his senses. He quickly looked behind him to see Kavin and Pancho rapidly approaching on their bikes. Kavin held a machine pistol ahead of him and fired on the pirates, littering two of their bodies with bullets. As they fell, Pancho zoomed past Rubaan with a collapsible spear in hand and quickly lanced the remaining pirate. Kavin stopped his bike next to Pancho and quickly hopped off. 
 
    "I told you that you would be fine," he said as he hooked his arm under Rubaan's armpit and lifted him off the ground, "Come on, get on!" 
 
    Rubaan eased himself up onto the bike, and when he found his balance, Kavin hopped on in the front. He quickly switched out his empty magazine for a fresh one, and Rubaan did the same with his pistol. 
 
    "Don't shoot Pancho or me," he spun the bike around and just as Pancho flew past them, Rubaan heard the sound of more motorcycles heading toward them. Kavin hit the accelerator, and they took off. 
 
    "Okay buddy, remember, aim for the middle of their chests," Kavin shouted back, "We have some dead ahead, heading our way. If Pancho doesn't cut them down, you shoot them. And by the Brothers, don't throw your gun when you're out of ammo like your brother does!" 
 
    Rubaan peeked around Kavin and saw four motorcycles heading their way. He watched Pancho joust one the pirates off the seat of his bike, the pirate crashed to the ground and didn't get up. The other three continued heading toward them. 
 
    "We're gonna pass them soon!" Kavin shouted, "better start shooting!" 
 
    Kavin lifted his gun and sent a burst at one of the pirates. The bullets made contact, and the bike fell over on its side, the driver tumbled and rolled through the sand. 
 
    Rubaan lifted his gun and rapidly fired at another bike. None of his bullets hit their target and Rubaan could feel Kavin sigh with disappointment. Kavin took out another motorcycle, leaving one remaining. 
 
    "Better fucking kill him!" Kavin rattled back, "He's shooting at us!" 
 
    Rubaan could hear the bullets whizzing past them and fired his remaining rounds at the oncoming motorcycle. One of his shots struck the tire, puncturing it and the bike did a front flip, sending the pirate flying toward them. Kavin jerked out of the way, and Rubaan looked back and saw the pirate's body crash face first into the ground. He smiled and slapped Kavin on the shoulder. 
 
    "I got him!" Rubaan shouted victoriously, laughing as he did, "I killed the fucker!"  
 
    "Good job," Kavin grunted as they accelerated even faster. Rubaan felt something warm on his hand and looked at it. It was blood, Kavin had been shot. 
 
    "Shit!" Rubaan cried out, "Are you okay?"  
 
    "Just my arm," Kavin replied as if it were nothing, "it'll heal, keep pressure on it though." 
 
    Rubaan squeezed the bullet hole on Kavin’s bicep and looked around to see if there were any more pirates. He didn't see any, and as Kavin navigated their bike up behind Pancho, he spoke into his communicator. 
 
    "Once we get out of here, I need to patch my arm; I caught a bullet." Rubaan only heard silence as Pancho replied since he had lost his communicator, but Kavin spoke again. 
 
    "About twenty miles should be safe. Open it up, take it to 200. Let's get out of here." The two Centurions accelerated their bikes and flew side by side as they both hit 200 miles per hour. The wind blast made everything hard to hear for Rubaan, and he and Kavin ducked down behind the windscreen of their bike.  
 
    When they were finally out what Kavin considered to be pirate territory, Kavin told Pancho to stop, and they came to a halt. Pancho remained on his bike, but Kavin hopped off and searched through one of his saddlebags.  
 
    Rubaan looked down at the bullet hole on his leg and noticed that it had stopped bleeding. His NaNe had stopped the bleeding, but the bullet remained lodged against his femur. He felt a little pain, but nothing like he felt when he had first been shot. 
 
    "Alright, let's get patched up and back on the road," Kavin declared. In his hands, he held a pair of needle nose pliers, a bottle of clear alcohol, some bandages, and a cigar and lighter.  
 
    With his left hand, Kavin grasped the pliers and jammed the tip of them into the bullet hole in his arm. He grunted and his face twisted with discomfort, but he quickly pulled the pliers and the bullet out and set them aside. He took a swig of the alcohol, and then poured some on the wound and promptly stuck the cigar in his mouth. He lit it, took a few puffs and then stuck the glowing tip onto the bleeding hole, groaning as he burned it shut. A few moments later, he had cleaned the wound again and wrapped it. 
 
    "Your turn," Kavin smiled as he handed the alcohol to Rubaan. Rubaan took a swig, and Kavin quickly pulled the bullet and shrapnel out and followed the same procedure that he had just done on himself. Rubaan handled the pain well, and after Kavin finished wrapping the wound, Kavin packed his things and hopped back on the bike. 
 
    "Now would be a good time to contact Base 11 and Century," Kavin looked back at Rubaan and handed him a communicator, "We should be out of Govia's tracking range. Call Bran and then call Base 11, the numbers are programmed inside as Dauid's Decadent Desserts for Century and Spaghetti Man's Delivery for Base 11." 
 
    "What do I say?" Rubaan asked as Kavin and Pancho accelerated.  
 
    "Tell them what you know. I have to drive." 
 
    Rubaan looked down at the communicator and navigated through the contacts. All the names seemed to be businesses; he saw Mamas Bread Factory, Burger Bonanza, The Licorice Hut... some of the names made him smile, but finally, he found Dauid's Decadent Desserts and punched the call button. He held the communicator to his ear and listened to it ring. After a few moments, the line went silent, and he looked up at Kavin. 
 
    "Nothing," he informed the Sergeant, "No answer from Century." 
 
    "Call Base 11 then," Kavin told him, "Tell them you need a party size spaghetti pack with extra meatballs and the yum yum sauce delivered to Milly in Apartment 774." 
 
    "Really?" Rubaan asked, thinking that sounded utterly ridiculous. He saw Kavin's head nod and shrugged his shoulders. He found Spaghetti Man's Delivery and punched the call button and waited. 
 
    "Spaghetti Man's Delivery!" A pleasant voice chirped after only one ring, "home of the meatiest balls in Canrom City, where do you want your noodles?" 
 
    Rubaan couldn't help but laugh. The voice on the other line remained silent, and finally, Rubaan spoke. 
 
    "Uh yeah, I need um a party size spaghetti pack with yum yum sauce and extra meatballs?" 
 
    “Oh most certainly!" the pleasant voice declared, "Where do you want it delivered to?" 
 
    “Send it to Molly in..." He looked up at Kavin and Kavin looked back at him. 
 
    “Apartment 774." Kavin reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, Molly in apartment 774."  
 
    “Very good; please hold." The line went silent for a moment, and another female's voice replaced the first. 
 
    “Go ahead." She said, sounding very professional.  
 
    “Hey," Rubaan replied, unsure of how to properly handle the call, "This is Rubaan Jamiso, um…  from Base 21?" 
 
    “Rubaan... Jamiso?" The voice slowly repeated, "From Base 21?" 
 
    “Yeah," Rubaan replied, "I'm sorry, who am I talking to?" 
 
    “You are... Crinnan's brother?" 
 
    “Yeah," Rubaan confirmed, "Who is this?" 
 
    “This is acting Commander Milinka Emmal," her voice sounded surprised, and strangely to Rubaan, warm, "Rubaan how are you? 
 
    “I am... fine?" He was confused by her tone, "I am on my way to Base 11 now." 
 
    “You are coming here?" Milinka asked with a concerned tone, "Why, is... Crinnan with you? Is he okay?" 
 
    “Uh that's a negative, he's not," Rubaan replied, trying his best to sound like he was a soldier. He recalled her and Crinnan's teenage romance in Kamlot and realized that must have been why she was asking about him, "Century Squad is picking him up though... I haven't been able to reach him. They may be in trouble." 
 
    “Trouble?" Milinka repeated, she sounded concerned, "What kind of trouble?" 
 
    “I don't know that it's appropriate for me to say, Miss Commander," Rubaan replied as he thought of Eon, "Something was after Crinnan." 
 
    “Ander... Eon." Milinka whispered. Her voice fell silent, and Rubaan nearly jumped in his seat.  
 
    “How do you know about Eon?" Rubaan nearly shouted, "What do you know about him?" 
 
    “Too much..." Milinka replied, "Wait, how do you know about Eon? 
 
    “That’s a very long story, Miss Milinka,” Rubaan nearly laughed as he spoke, “I uh… I am glad to hear that somebody else knows what I am talking about.” 
 
    “I can tell you more when you arrive Rubaan…” Milinka whispered, “But, why are you coming again?" 
 
    "Oh!" Rubaan rolled his eyes at his inability to complete a simple task without trailing off about Eon or some other kind of arbitrary thing, "Listen, Base 21 is under attack. Govian forces are amassing outside, and we need reinforcements. They're jamming our communications, and there's more and more of them every minute." 
 
    "Understood," Milinka replied grimly. She sighed and spoke again, "Yes, get here as soon as you can. We will reinforce you, how far away are you?" 
 
    "We will be there before sunsrise." 
 
    "Good," Milinka paused for a moment and then spoke, "I will see you soon Rubaan Jamiso." The line went dead, and Rubaan flipped the communicator shut. He was concerned by the fact that nobody answered, and decided he would try Century Squad again later.  
 
    The fact that Milinka knew something about Eon was exciting to him and made him feel even more eager about getting to Base 11. He felt like he was doing good work like he was doing something that was going to make a difference. As he slid the communicator into his pocket, he did his best to relax. He knew he had a long trip ahead of him and as Rubaan rested against Kavin’s back, he felt his eyes grow heavy. He closed them for a moment and drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Crinnan XXIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    08:00 - Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Fucking Aluuca is dead!” Bran roared as pieces of one of his soldiers rained down on them. He let off the trigger of his minigun and cursed wildly as he looked back at the gory spot that was once Mircaas Aluuca. Alec, Ryban, and Cedric were the only three among Century who were not affected by Eon’s holding ability, and they were doing the work of all the others who had been frozen in place. 
 
    “On me you three,” Bran ordered, “Let’s make sure these pissboys don’t make it through,” The four Centurions repositioned themselves so that they stood directly in front of the door that led back down into Racon Tower. Bodies littered the area, but the Marauders kept coming. Bran could not understand their logic, for they were in a choke point and every time one came into view the Centurions were quick to dispatch them. 
 
    “I’m running low on ammo,” Ryban, Bran’s younger brother shouted. “I’m gonna have to switch to melee soon.” 
 
    “Make your last shots count then!” Bran yelled back. He too was nearly out, but he was not concerned with having to get up close to the Marauders. The Captain knew that their low caliber firearms and shoddy melee weapons would never be able to penetrate his armor. Another wave of the Marauders pushed through the bodies, and he squeezed the trigger of his gun, mowing what he could down. His last bullet fired off, and his gun began to click. He tossed it down and drew his sword. 
 
    The others were quick to expend the last of their ammunition, and they too drew their melee weapons. Alec wielded his axe, Ryban a maul, and Cedric held a sword. They each stood with only a few feet in between them and waited for the Marauders to come. 
 
    For a moment it seemed like there were no more of them, but Bran knew better than to assume.  Everything was silent except for the thunder above and the fighting between Crinnan and Eon behind him. He glanced back at Crinnan and sighed, for he had serious doubts that Crinnan was going to survive the fight with the Ancient. He knew that he and the other Humaans definitely couldn’t and that when Crinnan fell Eon would undoubtedly move to them. He wondered if that night was going to be the end of Century. 
 
    "No matter what, we fight,” Bran seethed as he sensed the doubt in the others as well. The rain fell, and the forest around them roared with fire, it was as gloomy a night as he had ever seen. Though they had stopped for a moment, Bran knew that they had not even scratched the Marauder army and that Eon was a greater threat than he had ever encountered, but he would be damned if he did not die fighting. 
 
    “Something’s coming!” Ryban bellowed, “I can hear it; it’s something big!” 
 
    Bran could hear it too, loud pounding footsteps followed by some kind of strange rattling and whispering that was much louder than it should have been. The sounds ascended the tower stairs and drew ever closer to them. He squeezed the handle of his sword tight and wondered if that was what the Marauders had been waiting for, for them to run out of ammo so they could unleash whatever was coming. 
 
    “Hold the line boys,” Bran snarled, “Only stop when you run out of blood… remember, we are of the Humaan race, the strongest force this planet has ever seen! Our fathers brought us from another world; our power can’t be matched! We overthrew the old empire in a matter of days; we gave this planet life! I say it’s payday boys; let’s take some of that life back!” All four of them pounded their chests and grunted in unison.  
 
    “If we make it through this,” Ryban said as he looked over at Alec, “Then remind me to kick your ass for dragging us out here.” 
 
    “Happily,” Alec replied. He frowned and the four of them watched the gore-soaked doorway as the pounding and rattling drew closer. Finally, from the darkness stepped a Gaian larger than Bran. He was outfitted in heavy blood-soaked armor, and he snorted like a bull. In his hands was a heavy looking maul and behind him were seemingly dozens of walking skeletons. 
 
    “That is really not what I expected,” Ryban quavered. They were all hit off guard by the undead soldiers. It was horrifying, unlike anything they had ever seen or heard of before. Ryban looked to Alec and Cedric and then shook his head fearfully, 
 
    "What is that?” He gasped as the bloody Gaian slowly stepped forward. 
 
    “I am Heklaar,” The Gaian boomed in response, “And this is my army.”     
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We could have worked together, Mister President!” Eon seethed as he phased in and out of Sage’s view, “We could have been partners!” 
 
    “I had a partner.” Sage replied through Crinnan’s body as he evaded Eon’s dark energy beam, “I should say I did not need you.” 
 
    “You and I, we could have bought the world!” Eon barked with fury, “We could have ruled over everything!” 
 
    “I had that as well,” Sage calmly replied, “The world was already mine; you are the one who did not want to work together. You are the reason everything failed.” Eon threw a blast of energy toward him, and it clipped him in the shoulder. He spun back to the tower and crashed into the frozen members of Century Squad, knocking them over. 
 
    “Get up!” Crinnan shouted at Sage from within his own head, “Get up and fight!” 
 
    “Worry not,” Sage quickly got to his feet and dusted himself off, “I will not let us lose, not to him.” Eon phased into view and stood motionless for a moment. He examined Sage and snickered. 
 
    “You are still strong. You fight well,” Eon complimented his nemesis, “Much better than your brother did.” 
 
    “Xydos was no warrior,” Sage snarled at the thought. He knew Xydos, the village minister, had been bested by Eon but he tucked that pain away, “He was a philanthropist, he lived to help others.” 
 
    “A martyr then,” Eon snickered with a dismissive wave of his hand, “A martyr of futility.” 
 
    “You face me now,” Sage pointed at Eon and narrowed his eyes, “You…” He cut himself off and phased forward. He slammed his fist into Eon’s face, knocking him backward and then spun kick him square in the chest. Eon stumbled toward the edge of the roof, and Sage sent three consecutive blasts of NaNe energy toward him. Eon planted his feet and endured each of the blasts.  
 
    “Is that all?” Eon asked with a smile on his face. Sage shook his head, and a beam of fire emerged from his hand. Eon’s own dark beam formed again, and the two lifted off the ground and quickly flew toward each other.  
 
    Their beams collided and released a sudden blast of energy. They both flew backward but neither intended on keeping their distance. Their beams met again and again as they deflected each other’s blows without missing a beat. Power surged in all directions and electricity shot between them. Eon swiped his foot behind Sage and knocked him to the ground, Sage rolled out of the way of Eon’s beam, and it passed through the concrete of the roof instead of his skull. He turned and fired another blast at Eon, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    The rain began to fall harder, and the fires around them raged on. Lightning struck in the distance and was followed by a loud clap of thunder. The two Ancients stood silently, panting and worn from the amount of energy they had focused into NaNe attacks required to fight each other. Had they been “normal” people they would undoubtedly have been unconscious by that point. They, however, through their centuries of practice had been able to endure not only each other’s attacks but also the barrage of fatigue they were throwing at their own bodies. They were nearing their physical limits. 
 
    “You led a corporation to such great success,” Eon laughed as he pushed himself up, “You ruled a nation through a golden age for nearly two terms. You are quite possibly the most successful Elf in history, yet here you are. Ruled by your emotions, stuck on a decaying tower in the ruins of the seat of your corporate empire. You were so strong, yet you met your end here in the dark trying to save your son.” 
 
    “Save your what?” Crinnan suddenly asked. What could Eon possibly have meant by that? Was there more to the story, did Sage have a son that he was protecting? “What does he mean?” 
 
    “Not now,” Sage sternly shouted as he closed the gap between himself and Eon, “I will explain after.” 
 
    “Or should I say, sons?” Eon smiled and lowered his head in laughter. Sage growled at his enemy, but Eon continued, “You hear it Crinnan? Do you hear it inside of there? The terrible sound of truth, the pain of the betrayal of your parents? Sajinious Lynx is your father, the very one who guided us out of the Hells. He saved you because he… because he loves you!” Eon laughed hysterically and shook his head, “Love, is that not the most adorable idea?”  
 
    “That’s... not true,” Crinnan’s silent voice insisted. Eon had to have been reaching for something to irritate him, something to make him fight against Sage, “I know my father, I was named after him… I have always known him!” 
 
    "Yet it is true indeed,” Eon hysterically seethed. He could hear Crinnan’s voice through the NaNe; he could feel the pain and confusion in it, “The greatest of tragedies, the fallacy of fallacies. Those who love you the most were the ones that lied to you. Your parents lied to protect their honor. Your true father hid in the woods, in the decaying remains of his once powerful empire for your entire life and still, could not bring himself, to tell the truth when he found you! He was too weak! Nobody cares for you Crinnan, not in the way that they should. Nobody save me of course. Join me, my friend, let us together rid this world of your terrible father, of those that betray you and let us build a new world together!”  
 
    “Enough!” Sage screamed. He panted with fury and trembled as he stood in place. He had no words, no thoughts. Tears formed in his eyes and he shook his head, trying to rattle the emotion free. As he grit his teeth, he glared up at Eon and spat. 
 
    “It is true,” Sage admitted, not taking his eyes off his enemy. Water dripped off his body, and his lips quivered as he admitted to it. “All of it is. Yes, Crinnan I am your true father. I always have been.” 
 
    Crinnan did not know what to think. The whole idea sounded ludicrous, the thought that Sage of all people could be his father sounded like some kind of wild drunken what if scenario. He thought of the man who he knew as dad, of his mother… of the secret that they had kept from him for his entire life. It seemed that a thousand thoughts hit him at once and he could not make sense of any of them. 
 
    “Just… just beat him,” Crinnan finally growled, “Get it over with.” 
 
    Sage nodded and stepped forward, and so did Eon. They could phase no more. Their beams of energy had died out, and it was only them and their swords left. Eon charged forward and heaved his blade at Sage. Sage parried the strike and sidestepped to counter, but Eon raised his arm and deflected the attack with his bracer.  
 
    The two stepped away from each other, both panting. The Ancients' steps were shaky, and they were beginning to become disoriented as their bodies could take no more. Sage quickly focused his NaNe toward healing his body, but it would take at least five minutes for him to be able to phase again. He knew with no doubt that Eon was doing the same thing. 
 
    "Just give up Eon,” Sage panted, “Get out of here; you are beaten.” 
 
    “Beaten!” Eon snorted as he raised his sword and pointed it at Sage, “Far from it, I cannot be beaten...” 
 
    “You are bleeding,” Sage pointed out, “You can die.” 
 
    "Only my body may perish,” Eon laughed, “But I will find another, I will live on. Can you say the same?”     
 
    “You know I can,” Sage replied.  
 
    Eon smirked and reached behind himself. He produced a small syringe. He uncapped it and thrust the needle into his arm, injecting the contents into his body.  
 
    Sage stepped back and gripped his sword tighter. He only assumed that the syringe contained some kind of booster, be it adrenaline or something of Eon’s own creation to speed up his NaNe recovery. Either way, he felt like he had fallen into a horrible disadvantage. 
 
    “Move.” Crinnan insisted as he pushed his way to the front of his own mind, “You are finished, you have weakened him, but I am taking over before he regains his strength.” He knew that Sage had nothing left, that he had completely expended his NaNe. He did not know how much longer he could last without it. He did, however, know that he had fought his whole life without NaNe and that he stood a chance against the weakened Eon. 
 
    “I am the gun, and you are the sword…” Sage murmured as if he were quoting from something, “Very curious indeed.” He closed his eyes, and Crinnan felt a feeling like he was being thrust through the front of his brain and back into his body. A strange sense of vertigo overcame him, and he looked down at the sword in his hand. He clenched it hard, spun it, and as the rain fell, he began to feel small sparks and pops on his skin, a result of the electric charged NaNe abilities that had recently been born inside of him. 
 
    “There you are,” Eon pointed at Crinnan as his shoulders raised and lowered with fatigue. He was kneeling over and catching his breath, but he straightened as soon as Crinnan manifested, “I was beginning to worry that you would not remember me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Crinnan replied. The ground looked slick with rain; the fire flickered over the gloss of water in front of him. Crinnan took a step and bolts of electricity sparked off of him. Eon cocked his head and hummed. 
 
    “My friend,” Eon held his arms outstretched as he faced Crinnan, “You must join me. This world will be ours just like the Hells were. We can be the most powerful…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Crinnan darted forward and swung his blade at Eon. Eon stepped out of the way and snapped his arm out, grabbing hold of the back of Crinnan’s neck. 
 
    “You do not see me here with the same eyes that you had below,” Eon hissed, “We were friends, allies. We turned the Hells on its head, defeated the demons, slew the immortals…” He tightened his grip on Crinnan’s neck and grit his teeth, “You do not understand what kind of power…”  
 
    Crinnan’s body shot a wave of electricity into Eon’s arm, and Eon let out a surprised shout. He let go of Crinnan’s neck and stepped backward. Crinnan quickly spun around and launched himself forward. Before Eon knew it, Crinnan had thrust his sword through his belly. Eon grunted and looked Crinnan in the eyes. 
 
    “You fool,” He whispered, he stood up straight and suddenly jammed his own blade through Crinnan’s belly.  
 
    “You do not recognize power when you see it,” Eon hissed as he raised his blade up, lifting Crinnan off his feet, “You do not understand that this entire world will be mine!” 
 
    Crinnan lost grip on his sword. Blood streamed from his wound and down Eon’s hand. He could do nothing to defend himself. It had been less than a day since Crinnan had awakened in Sage’s home, and only hours since Cade had saved him from death in Pado. He kept coming so close to dying; he thought that perhaps he was simply meant to die that night. 
 
    “I... came here…” Eon stuttered, “I came... here for youuu…” It seemed as if his words were becoming difficult for him. He was slurring, unable to complete his sentences. Crinnan though in immense pain, could not help but notice the strange behavior.  
 
    “I…. you… you…” Eon’s head ticked and shook wildly. He howled and dropped his sword as he grabbed each side of his head and began to spin in circles. Crinnan fell to the wet ground and quickly pulled the sword from his stomach. He shouted tossed it over the edge of the building and looked over to find Eon on his hands and knees.  
 
    “C… Crinnan,” Eon bellowed with an immense amount of ferocity. He sounded different; his inflection had changed… his words seemed, pained and desperate almost as if he were weeping, “Crinnan!”  
 
    He watched curiously as Eon sat up. His movements were jerky and wild, and while he was still on his knees, he reached up and grabbed his mask.  
 
    “You need to get… out of here!” Eon ripped off his mask and tossed it aside. It skidded against the ground and came to a stop in front of Crinnan. He looked down at it and then back up and felt a sudden wave of emotion and pain overcome him at what he saw. His mouth hung open, and his heart seemed to tremble. After the couple of seconds of disbelief had passed, tears welled up in his eyes and Crinnan reached a shaking and bleeding hand outward toward the face of his brother Rubaan.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fuck there’s a shit ton of them!” Ryban belted as he slammed his maul into one of the skeleton’s skulls. The bone splintered and the skeleton’s battered body flew to the side. Unfortunately for the Centurions, however, for everyone, they killed three more appeared. 
 
    “You okay Cedric?” Ryban shouted as he noticed the bearded and bandana-wearing engineer was struggling to keep the skeletons at bay with only a sword. The blade was doing him no favors as it was quickly dulling from deflecting attacks and cutting through bone.  
 
    “I’m fine!” Cedric grunted as he ducked out of the way of an axe. He leaped backward and thrust his sword through the eye socket of one of the skulls and ripped it to the side, tearing the head from the spine.  
 
    Alec crashed the head of his axe through skull after skull, roaring in fury as he did so. He watched in dismay as the numbers of the undead grew and pushed them further back toward their frozen squadmates. The thought of the skeletons swarming and slaughtering his helpless friends fueled his rage and as he smashed in another skull, he quickly knelt down and scooped up the battle hammer that the creature had been wielding. 
 
    With a weapon in each hand, Alec fought tirelessly, but his feet did not stop moving backward. He glanced over at Ryban and Cedric and watched as they struggled in the same way he was. Every minute drove them closer to the rest of Century squad, closer to losing everyone. Alec could not give up; he grit his teeth and pummeled his enemies with his weapons.  
 
    “The power my king has is unmatched!” Heklaar roared as he slammed a fist into Bran’s cheek. Bran staggered a few feet back and raised his sword to block an incoming swipe of the undead Gaian’s maul. He pushed back against the monster and swiped at him. His sword deflected off Heklaar’s thick armor, and Bran growled. 
 
    “What are you!” Heklaar swung his weapon once again, and Bran jumped back. The head of the maul crashed through the roof, leaving a hole behind.  
 
    “Reborn!” Heklaar clamored as he pulled the giant hammer free, “Brought to life by dark magic forgotten since the Age of Blood. My king let me die and made me stronger!” 
 
    "Stupid,” Bran retorted as he swung his sword. The tip of his blade caught Heklaar in an unarmored spot on his right arm between his bicep and forearm. Heklaar grunted, and his maul fell to the ground. With a malicious laugh and a demonic sounding snort, Heklaar snatched out and grabbed the wrist of the hand Bran used to hold his sword. Bran slammed his free hand into Heklaar’s helmet over and over, but Heklaar squeezed harder until Bran finally dropped his blade. 
 
    “Show me your strength, Gaian!” Heklaar shouted, “Fight me like the man that you are!”  
 
    Bran sent an uppercut just under Heklaar’s chin, knocking his helmet off and snapping his head back. In one quick motion, he pulled a knife from his hip and planted it in Heklaar’s exposed neck over and over again. The undead Marauder staggered backward and Bran wrapped his hand around the back of Heklaar’s head slammed their foreheads together. Heklaar staggered in place for a moment, and Bran snickered. 
 
    “You learned how to fight by slaughtering, murdering and pillaging people who didn't know how to fight back!” Bran declared as he pounded his fist against Heklaar’s temple, “Primitive, savage. You may be the strongest Marauder, but you are like a damned cockroach under my big ass boot. I’ve been fighting in wars since before I could write, I was slaughtering trained killers before I learned that I could play with my pecker!” He planted his foot into Heklaar’s knee, bending it backward and dropping him to the ground.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re big,” Bran said as he knelt down and picked up his sword. He stood and hovered over the disabled Heklaar, “Bigger than me. But you're about to learn something you'll wish you'd known before fucking with me. I’m Bran the Damn Phils.” Bran heaved his blade downward and separated Heklaar’s head from his shoulders. 
 
    “Stay dead this time, shithead… or shithead-less.” Bran smiled at his joke and hurried over to join the other Humaans. He saw that they had held off the skeletons up to that point, but they were moving back toward the rest of Century fast.  
 
    "Push, boys!" Bran shouted as he crashed into the side of the undead force. Skeletons shattered at the impact and Bran swung his sword, slicing through two at a time. He roared as he stomped the fallen one's heads in and ducked and dodged out of the way of their weapons. As he carved himself a path through them, he finally emerged on the other side in time to see that Cedric had become overwhelmed. 
 
    "No!" Bran yelled as he tossed skeletons off of Cedric's downed body, "Get the fuck off him!" As he tossed the last of the undead from the writhing and bleeding body of his comrade, he noticed that the rest of Century was beginning to regain movement of their bodies. Bran grabbed Cedric and slung him over his shoulder as he spun around to ward off the rest of the skeletons.  
 
    "Alec, Ryban, Bran!" Mace Tarnfell, one of Bran's sergeants, shouted as he gained control of his body, "Fall back!" At that, the Humaan Centurions disengaged the skeletons and hurried backward. Gunfire erupted as they joined the line of Centurions behind them and the skeletons began falling row after row until they were nothing but a quivering pile of bone.  
 
    "Everybody get in the transport!" Bran ordered as he handed Cedric over to Ryban, "Fire it up, let's get ready to get the fuck out of here! Mace, on me. Let's go take care of that Ancient fuck!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Crinnan,” Rubaan wept as he spoke. He had at least for the moment, regained control of his body. “I don't have much time, man... I am sorry. I’m so sorry...” Rubaan sobbed  
 
    “Rubaan," Crinnan had crawled over to his brother and the two laid side by side on the ground. Seeing his face was more than he could handle, knowing that he of all people was the one behind the mask… “How could you…” 
 
    “It's not me,” Rubaan whispered, his words were jerky and forced, it seemed he was speaking through his teeth as he fought against Eon, “He possessed my body, took over my mind… just like the person... in your mind… Sage… our father… you have to get out of here! Save yourself and your friends. Make sure… make sure Amaria and Roc are… okay.” 
 
    “Rubaan!” Crinnan cried out as he shook his head furiously. He forced himself to his knees and crawled to his brother, “Rubaan we can fix this! We can make you whole again! You need to hold on; you need to fight!” 
 
    “No,” Rubaan smiled and pursed his lips together. He too found the strength to push himself up. As he got to his feet, he pulled a pistol from a holster at his side. He lifted it to his own head and pressed the barrel firmly against his temple. 
 
    “I have… I have to stop this. I can finish this now. I have to… to save everyone!”  
 
    “Rubaan no!” Crinnan tried to stand but tumbled forward; he held his hands outward toward his brother and wailed. Rubaan closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    "I'm sorry brother,” He whispered as he squeezed the trigger. 
 
    “Fool!" Eon cried out as he reclaimed Rubaan’s body. He caught the hammer of the pistol before it could discharge the bullet. Eon eased the hammer so that it rested and looked down at the gun. 
 
    “Your family will pay dearly for this… insolence!” Eon fumed. He pointed the gun at Crinnan and fired over and over. Sage, however, would have none of it. He had regenerated enough power to phase Crinnan out of the way of every shot until Eon had expended the magazine. Angrily, Eon tossed the pistol aside and phased forward, wrapping his fingers around Crinnan's throat. 
 
    "You fool, you fucking damned fool!" Eon seethed as he squeezed harder and harder. Sage threw NaNe charged punches into Eon's ribs, but he would not relent. Eon's face twisted in a fury and he threw Crinnan to the ground, straddling him as he struggled to squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    "I could send you back to the Hells!" Eon growled through clenched teeth, "But that would be too good for you. No, I will end you. Purge this world of your NaNe that you may never betray another again!" Black tendrils of energy emerged from his fingertips and seemed to wrap around Crinnan, binding him. Sage seemed to be out of power, the phasing and failed NaNe blasts had drained him.  
 
    "I'm sorry son," Sage cried out from within Crinnan's brain, "I should say that I have failed you. I only wanted you to live." 
 
    Crinnan choked for air. He could not move, could not fight. He looked up into his brothers face, and darkness began to envelop his vision. His body went limp, and as he started to close his eyes, he heard a mighty roar and Eon went flying off of him. 
 
    Crinnan gasped and sat up. He touched his neck and for a moment watched as Bran sat on top of Eon, pounding his fists into him. He pushed himself off the ground, grabbed his sword and hobbled over to assist. 
 
    Bran's massive body went flying as Eon came to. Mace fired his rifle at the Ancient, who in turn phased away from every bullet. As he fired the last of his magazine, Eon blasted him too, sending him through the air nearly twenty feet. Mace crashed into the ground just as Bran dove toward Eon who once again phased out of the way. 
 
    Eon appeared in front of Crinnan, who quickly swung his sword. Eon evaded the attack and knocked the weapon from Crinnan's hand. Sage had gathered some energy and sent a blast into Eon's chest which cracked his armor and knocked him back a few steps. Eon scowled, and his beam of dark energy once again emerged from his hand. He snarled and stepped forward, but suddenly stopped as a confused look spread across his face.  
 
    The blade of an axe emerged through the front of his chest. His cracked armor had shattered, and Eon grunted. As he weakly turned around, he saw Alec standing before him. Alec slammed his fist into Eon's nose, and the self-proclaimed King staggered backward as two consecutive shots rang out from Flox's rifle. Bullets tore through Eon's lungs, and he fell to his knees.  
 
    "This... is not over..." Eon promised. What looked like pitch-black smoke seethed from his wounds and trailed into the sky. Alec raised a pistol and fired three more shots into Eon's chest. Blood painted the ground behind him, and as he fell backward, Crinnan ran up and caught him in his arms. 
 
    "He... He is gone, Crinnan," Rubaan choked as blood trailed from each of the corners of his lips and down onto his chin, "I am... finally free." 
 
    "No," Crinnan sobbed as he held his dying brother, "I'm sorry Rubii... I'm sorry." 
 
    "Don't be," Rubaan looked up at his brother and smiled, "This is... it's all finally over for me. Take care of Amaria... of Roc... I love you brother." 
 
    "I love you too Rubii," Crinnan lowered his forehead onto his brother's, and Rubaan went limp in his arms. For a moment, he sat and cried as the rain fell on the two brothers. He knew it was all his fault. His brother, his own blood had paid the price of Crinnan's escape from the Hells, and at that moment, Crinnan wished he were still dead.  
 
    "I'm sorry," Alec whispered as he knelt in front of Crinnan and Rubaan, "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean..." Crinnan sniffled and shook his head at his friend. His body was in pain from the damage he had taken, but he was somehow able to take care as he gently laid his brother's body down. When he was finished, the two friends stood.  
 
    Alec and Crinnan embraced and silently wept together. For the time being, it was all over. Crinnan did not know what the future held, but he did know that he was alive and that he was finally going home. He looked around at the blood and the bodies. He saw the living licking their wounds, and he saw the dead - the unexplainable silence of the dead.  
 
    Bran walked up and gently grabbed Crinnan's shoulder. He turned around, and the Gaian captain handed him a lit cigarette.  
 
    "Come on boy," he gently said as Crinnan took a drag, "Let's get home." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sarasin XIV 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    0:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Sarasin’s hands were bound, and she sat silently in a dimly lit room with her parents. She had not seen Gerard for hours, and her son had been taken with the other children by Amaria to a secure location. Rubaan had left them to find help and Emerald was off with Card planning their defense strategy.  
 
    Little Sarasin stood before the three of them, and Ladia wept at the sight of the child. For over twenty years the face that she looked upon had haunted her. Ladia thought that she had lost her daughter, that she would never see her again. She knew that Little Sarasin had to have been some kind of apparition, like the ones she had heard of in the stories from the Age of Blood. She also knew, however, that whatever Little Sarasin was, she was real. 
 
    "What are you?" Ladia asked amid her sniffling, "Why have you come to us?" Commander Crinnan did not see the child like the other two, but he was not about to cause a scene. He sat silently and watched as his wife and daughter seemed to speak to the air. 
 
    "I am that which once was," Little Sarasin shrugged, "I am what your daughter abandoned so long ago." 
 
    "And what is that?" Ladia prodded, "What did Sarasin give up?" 
 
    "Her innocence, her youth. I am her very being, her soul." 
 
    "Her soul?" Ladia repeated in a skeptical and almost disgusted tone, "You are my living daughter's spirit?" 
 
    "Look at her," Little Sarasin held her hands out to Sarasin, "She is a defeated husk of a person. Her arms are littered with self-inflicted wounds; her dependence on alcohol is unrivaled. As soon as she puts on her makeup, she has to redo it because the tears are unending. She is missing something very important, the very thing that makes her a being. Yes, she lives, bleeds and dreams like you but she is empty. I am what is missing from your daughter, I am what can make her whole, and only God can reunite us." 
 
    "God?" Ladia looked over at Sarasin, who lowered her head in response, "Which God? The Brothers? Igo? Dura'ana?" 
 
    "The one that supplies all life," Little Sarasin explained, "The cornerstone of this planet. God is Duraan and Duraan is God, for so long he simply was, he slept in a sense. But he has found his way, gathered himself and finally learned how to manifest." 
 
    "What does God want?" Ladia asked. Her voice remained skeptical, though she spoke quickly, almost frantically, "Why does he want to make my daughter whole? Why does he want to reunite you?" 
 
    "He… knows all. He hears every thought and feels every tear," Little Sarasin said with a matter-of-fact tone, "Just like you love your daughter, he loves her too. He wants to heal us, everyone, to help the world find peace. Our wars have hurt him, our constant fighting and destruction of the planet; it all pains him greatly in a physical sense. He wants to finally see everyone happy, starting with her." 
 
    Sarasin looked over at her mother. Ladia smiled weakly at her and then closed her eyes. She took in a deep breath, and Commander Crinnan wrapped his arm around her. Ladia shrugged him away for she still felt sour about his outburst from earlier.  
 
    "So what do we need to do, sweet girl?" Ladia finally asked as she turned her head back toward Little Sarasin, "How can we... make you make you whole again?" 
 
    "She needs to come to God," Little Sarasin explained, "Only in his presence will we truly be capable of joining together... we can undo all the horror that she has endured, she can start anew." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Sarasin nervously asked, "How could all this possibly go away?" 
 
    "He can make you forget," Little Sarasin enthusiastically stepped forward with wide, hopeful eyes, "I can... we can live again together as was intended, just like Eliss. All that you have gone through, everything you have endured can go away. You can begin again, forge new memories! God can make all that happen for you." 
 
    Sarasin thought over what Little Sarasin was saying. The idea of it all sounded beautiful, the thought of forgetting Korros and the crimes she had committed. She wouldn't have to see the faces of the innocent ones she had slain in her dreams anymore; their cries of pain and pleading words wouldn't keep her awake at night. She looked from her scarred arms to her mother. 
 
    "Please," her voice was a whisper, her tone solemn. She wanted a new life she wanted to leave her current one behind forever. Ladia nodded slowly and gently combed her fingers through her daughter's hair. 
 
    "Do you deserve redemption, child?" She asked. Her words were more of an audible thought than a question, "Do you deserve... to live?" 
 
    Sarasin burst into tears and lowered her head. While she knew her mother loved her, she was also well aware of the hate that boiled inside her. She knew that Ladia despised the atrocities her daughter had committed under the banner of Govia, and Sarasin did not blame her. In her mind, the answer was no; she neither deserved redemption nor life. 
 
    "Sarasin will and should die," Little Sarasin promised, "Sayraa will rise in her place. She will be yours once again, mother. You will have the opportunity to instill in her your morals, your will. You can be her mother again." 
 
    Ladia's face twisted from her inner turmoil. She wanted Sayraa back, to see her daughter with fresh eyes that lacked judgment. She caressed Sarasin's beautiful red hair once again and closed her eyes. 
 
    "Then we shall make it so," Ladia sighed, "We must. Sarasin does deserve to die, but Sayraa, my Sayraa deserves to live! My poor girl never had a chance. She never had an opportunity."  
 
    Ladia reached out with both hands and lifted Sarasin's head so that their eyes were level. Ladia wore a look of intensity that Sarasin had never seen before. She pressed their foreheads together, and her tears began to fall again. 
 
    "I should have protected you," Ladia admitted somberly, "I should have been a better mother. You are like this because I failed. Perhaps through all this, we can both find redemption." 
 
    The mother and daughter gently wept together, and Commander Crinnan watched reverently. He was, for the most part, completely in the dark as to what was going on. He could not see Little Sarasin; he barely understood that she was there with them.  
 
    Cautiously, Crinnan reached out and placed his palm on his wife's back. He felt her warmth through her clothing and gently rubbed his hand up and down, doing his best to be supportive. She did not shrug or swat him away this time, and so he leaned in and wrapped his arms around both his wife and daughter. 
 
    "It sounds like you two have some very important work to do," Crinnan whispered as his girls trembled in his arms, "What do I need to do to help?" 
 
    "The Govian," Ladia quickly replied as she broke away from her family. She sat up straight and turned resolutely toward her husband, "Fetch him, now. Sayraa and I... we are leaving." 
 
    "Gerard?" Sarasin wiped a tear from under her eye and cleared her throat, "But why would you save him?" 
 
    "Because he loves you, he is sworn to protect you," Ladia replied, "We may need him." 
 
    "Very well," Crinnan stood from his seat and walked toward the door. He was apprehensive about his wife's plan but in spite of her past treachery he trusted her, "I will get him." 
 
    "Bring him to the hangar," Ladia commanded her husband, "Be quick..." Commander Crinnan nodded and hurried out the door. Sarasin looked at her mother and then to Little Sarasin and felt a wave of relief cascade over her.  
 
    "I am sorry," Sarasin said to her younger self, "Forever doubting you." Little Sarasin smiled and approached her. 
 
    "I never doubted you, Sarasin," she said as she reached out and grabbed her hand, "And soon, neither will you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Clear out!" Ladia shouted at the hangar staff as she and Sarasin burst through the entrance, "Now!"  
 
    The Black Knights all wore confused looks as they obeyed Vice-Commander Jamiso's order. They did not need to know her reasoning, she outranked them, and it was their duty to follow her command. When the hangar was finally clear, Ladia turned to her daughter. 
 
    "We will take a sparrow," she pointed to the small flyers on the second level and gently pushed on Sarasin's back as she guided her forward, "One should be big enough for the three of us. Wherever we are going, wherever God is, that should get us there." 
 
    "Where are we going?" Sarasin asked her younger self. Little Sarasin looked up at her and beamed. 
 
    "To the island," she smiled as if the thought of it made her warm, "Halfway between Redodra and Westlaan and then we go north as far as we can." 
 
    "Westlaan," Sarasin mumbled as she thought of the forsaken continent. She, in her time as a high ranking Govian official, had condemned many people to the prison lands. The Westlaani terrain was treacherous and littered with gigantic beasts. Govia, of course, had an outpost there, but it was heavily fortified and well out of reach of the prisoners.  
 
    "The island is unlike anything you have ever seen," Little Sarasin beamed, "Lush and fertile, filled with every kind of animal, and the flowers! Oh, the flowers are a sight to see. Other people like me, those of us who have unfinished business, we live there in peace and harmony. It is... heavenly." 
 
    Sarasin thought of the flower that grew through the sidewalk in Canrom City only a few nights prior. While she didn't know it at the time, she realized that it had been God reaching out to her. She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. 
 
    "How far is it?" Ladia asked, "How long will the journey take?"  
 
    "It is nearly six thousand miles from here. It will be a long journey," Little Sarasin turned and looked toward the bay doors that led outside, "But worthwhile." 
 
    Commander Crinnan burst inside, nearly dragging a limping Gerard behind him. He looked up and smiled as Sarasin ran up and threw her arms around her protector. 
 
    "I am so glad to see you, Gerard," she smiled as she embraced him. Gerard was a different kind of family to her. He had protected her, fought for her and supported her when nobody else would. His undying commitment was everything she had needed to keep going. Without him and Eryc and even Quint, she may not have made it as far as she had. Gerard gave her a weak grin and with a grunt, nodded his head. 
 
    "Glad to be here," Gerard mumbled, "We are... leaving? 
 
    "Yes," Sarasin pointed up toward the sparrows on the second floor, "We are going somewhere far away, somewhere safe." 
 
    "Fine by me," Gerard stepped forward, and Ladia glanced his way and then sighed. 
 
    "I did not realize he was so injured," She grumbled as they locked the door and made their way to the second floor, "Is he going to slow us down?" 
 
    "I will be fine, my lady," Gerard insisted. He kept pace with the others, mostly to prove he was capable. Gaians were made to take damage. While he was indeed very much wounded and weakened, it did not limit his abilities. If the need arose, he was confident he would be able to fight. 
 
    Ladia hurried to one of the sparrows and stopped to wait for the others. They were small, narrow reconnaissance vehicles, about the size of a car. They had two rows of seating and a hatch in the back with enough room for a small amount of equipment. There was a small machine gun mounted to the front, just under the nose and when the vehicle was parked, the wings folded up to the roof and then collapsed to half their size for easy storage. 
 
    "Alright," Ladia sighed as the others joined her, "In you go, big guy."  
 
    Gerard opened the back door and grumbled as he squeezed his large body inside. He had to hunch over considerably to fit, and he glared at Sarasin as she closed the door behind him. 
 
    Commander Crinnan approached his wife, and she stared at him with cold eyes. He pursed his lips and nodded his head.  
 
    "I am still angry with you," She muttered as he wrapped his arms around her, "But I love you." 
 
    "Please be safe," Crinnan whispered, "I don't want to lose you, my love." 
 
    "I will be fine," Ladia rolled her eyes and caressed her husband's cheek, "And when I get back, maybe I'll have lightened up enough for you to show me how sorry you are." Crinnan chuckled and kissed his wife. When he pulled away, he saw that Sarasin was shaking her head in disgust at her mother's innuendo. 
 
    "And you too, honey," Crinnan walked over to his daughter and hugged her tight, "I'm proud of you. No matter what. Never doubt that." He kissed the top of Sarasin's head and she for a moment rested her ear against his chest. She could feel and hear his heart beating, just like she used to when she was a child. It soothed her, gave her comfort. As he pulled away, she realized she didn't want to let go. 
 
    "I love you, daddy," Sarasin called out, just before she got in the sparrow. Crinnan gave her a wink, and she closed the door behind her. Ladia gave Crinnan one more glance before reaching for her door handle. 
 
    "Hey," He shouted as he reached out and grabbed the frame of the door. Ladia looked up at him, and he smiled down at her. 
 
    "Be good." 
 
    "Fuck that," Ladia smiled and let out a low chuckle as she pulled the door shut and Crinnan stepped back. 
 
    The engines of the sparrow whirred to life, and the wings unfolded and stretched outward. The sparrow lifted about a foot off the ground and hovered in place as Crinnan hurried over to the hangar door controls. He gave his girls one last look and a final wave as he pushed the open button on the console before him.  
 
    The doors rumbled and groaned as they slowly crept open. Sarasin sat in the front seat next to her mother and glanced back at Gerard. He gave her a gentle smile, and she turned back toward the front glass.  
 
    "You will guide us, right?" Ladia asked as she looked up into the rearview mirror. Unbeknownst to Gerard, Little Sarasin was seated next to him, and she nodded at her mother in response.  
 
    "What?" Gerard said, confused by the sudden question, "I do not know where…" 
 
    "She is not talking to you, Gerard," Sarasin interrupted, "Just relax." 
 
    "Oh," Gerard shook his head and looked out his window, "So your mother… she talks to herself too, huh?" 
 
    "Gerard," Sarasin shot her protector a glare and he smirked in response. 
 
    "Fine," He tried to recline in his seat and did his best to stretch his legs, "I will not worry about it." 
 
    "Oh fuck!" Ladia suddenly shouted. Sarasin quickly looked out the front glass to see dozens of Govian soldiers pouring from the open doors and onto the first level of the hangar. Ladia snapped her head backward to Crinnan, who in response waved her forward. 
 
    "Go!" She heard him shout, "Get out of here. I got this!" 
 
    "Go, mommy!" Little Sarasin shouted from the backseat, "Daddy will be fine!" 
 
    She hesitated for a moment and then as she cocked her head and groaned, she hit the thruster. The sparrow shot forward toward the door, and Ladia flicked the headlights on. As she looked down the tunnel, she could see hundreds of Govian soldiers running toward the open door. Bullets rang toward them and pinged off the metal flyer, Ladia clenched her teeth and turned her head toward Sarasin. 
 
    "Take the weapons controller!" She shouted, "Shoot them!"  
 
    Sarasin reached out and grabbed hold of the triggered stick on the dash in front of her. A laser sight designated her target as she moved the stick and as she directed the barrel of the weapon toward a group of soldiers, she squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The sound of rapid automatic gunfire filled their ears as Sarasin worked to kill as many of the soldiers as she could. She did not have much time; she was only able to a fire a few bursts from the machine gun before her mother shifted the thruster upward. The sparrow hesitated for a moment and then shot forward toward the exit with a sudden, and surprising eruption of speed. 
 
    The sparrow soared through the opening that led outside and into the darkness of night. Illuminated only by the light of Igo, the landscape ahead of them brought a feeling of dread to Sarasin and Ladia's hearts. From the tunnel that they had just emerged from, they saw a significant number of Govian ground forces pushing into the base. Cursing, Ladia pushed the thruster in further and pulled back on the yoke so that they gained altitude. 
 
    There were little flashes of light from the ground as the Govians fired on the sparrow, but at its height and speed, the bullets didn't have the velocity to do any damage. A few pinged of the craft and caused Sarasin to jump, but none pierced the armor. Finally, they passed over the Govian force, and Ladia took them higher. 
 
    "What about Dad?" Sarasin asked with a panicked tone as she looked over to her mother, "He was the only one in the hangar…" 
 
    "I do not know Sayraa," Ladia snapped back. Her voice quivered, and she did not move her eyes from the front glass. She didn't say another word, though the expression on her face showed a great deal of concern.  
 
    "It will be okay, mother," Little Sarasin chirped from the backseat, "Father is strong, he is capable. He will be able to protect himself. You know this."  
 
    Ladia nodded slightly and gave the sparrow all it could take. They soared past the sandy beach and found themselves flying over the ocean. Sarasin looked out the front glass at the waves below and then toward the dark horizon and hoped that her future had more in store for her than her past. She closed her eyes, and her thoughts snapped to Eliss. He was her darling boy, and Sarasin was exceedingly happy that he had been given a second chance at life.  
 
    Who is God? Was she doing the right thing? What did it all mean? As Sarasin rode in the sparrow, she couldn't help but think everything over. With the ocean below, the stars above and her future ahead, she finally felt a sense of freedom. There was no more Govia to her, no more Dura'ana or Bishop Generals or princes… there was only her and her family.  
 
    As Sarasin breathed a sigh of relief, she turned her head and looked out at the darkness around her. She smiled at the prospect of a future that was in her own hands, and as her mother and her soul guided her toward the unknown, she found herself finally able to close her eyes and relax. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Cade V 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    06:30 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Cade sat against the trunk of a tree and held his throbbing head. He had just awakened and everything for the moment was a bit blurry. Smirnov stood opposite him with the baby wrapped in his arms. He had a breathing mask over his face with a narrow tube that went into the baby's mouth and down its throat. Cade was overcome with depression when he looked around and realized that it had all been real. 
 
    Nida was dead, he and Smirnov had pulled the child from her fading body. Cade stroked his beard, and his face wrinkled up as he began to cry again. With a gentle yet heartfelt moan, he thought of their time together. He recalled the moment he first met her, their flirty interactions that eventually evolved into an affair, and finally of the love that they had shared for the five years they had known each other. Never had he met someone that he cared for so much as Nida. Her passing left him feeling broken and empty inside; he felt nothing could ever fill that void. 
 
    A faint squeak snapped Cade out of his reminiscence, and he looked up at Smirnov and the baby in his arms. He wiped the tears from his eyes, and as he watched the doctor sooth the child, he felt a terrible compulsion to stand. He pushed himself up and sniffled as he closed the distance between himself and the child. Every step closer to his baby filled him with more fear. A small part of him did not want to see her; he wished he could deny everything that happened, to forget it all and pretend that Nida and the baby never existed. A jolt of guilt shot through him, and as he stepped up to Smirnov, he weakly looked down and was unable to control himself. 
 
    "She's…" Cade whispered, his voice was broken and inconsistent. He could not stop blinking, and he reached up and pulled his glove off, "She's little." 
 
    "Yes," Smirnov gently replied, his voice sounding a bit hollow from the mask he wore. He recognized Cade's fragile state and knew it was in everyone's best interest that he make the President feel comfortable. He did not want to see him turning his weapon on himself again, "She is small, weak. She needs a strong father to keep her alive." 
 
    Cade did not look up at Smirnov; instead, he reached out and gently caressed the baby's cheek. She winced in response and her eyes squeezed more tightly shut. A small, thin arm jerked, and Cade sniffled.  
 
    "She has hair," Cade commented as the glazing over his eyes began to fade. He brushed the tuft of blonde hair and softly cupped the child's tiny head in his hand, "She is alive…" 
 
    "She very much is," Smirnov nodded, "But Cade, look at me." Cade finally looked up at Smirnov, and the doctor leaned in closer. 
 
    "You have to be strong," the doctor urged him, "You have gone through hell, you have every right to fret, to mourn but you cannot lose yourself to this. Right now, you need... no, she needs you to rise above your feelings. Be the man that Nida fell in love with, the strong, capable leader who could crush the world in his hands if he willed it. This baby, she should not be alive, but she is. We need to work together to make sure that this miracle stays a miracle and does not turn into something else. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes," Cade nodded his head and cleared his throat. He took in a deep breath and wiped his tears away as he stood up a little taller. 
 
    "Now what is her name?" Smirnov asked, raising his eyebrows, "You must give this small person a name." 
 
    "Her name…" Cade thought back to a conversation he had with Nida. He remembered the two arguing if it was a girl he wanted to name her Ladia after his mother. Nida wanted to give her a traditional Humaan name, Charlotte. Cade hated the name at the time, but in his present moment, he realized there was no other for her. 
 
    "Charlotte," He nodded, and a smile spread across his face, "You win Nida, her name is Charlotte." 
 
    "Little Charlie then," Smirnov grinned and raised his chin as he turned toward the others, "Nora, I trust you can guide us to the… facility, correct?" 
 
    "Of course," Nora nodded, "There is nothing more for us here, we cannot make it back to the top of the tower…" She looked down at the baby and cocked her head, "And that child needs medical attention. My people can provide that." 
 
    "Your people are dead," Cade commented, thinking of Pado Village, "I saw the village burning from atop Racon Tower. Eon's army already sacked it." 
 
    "Those are not my people," Nora rolled her eyes, "My people could withstand that kind of attack. Sage, Xydos, Guntz, they were all my people. There are so many more of us. We are hidden, safe from the outside world." 
 
    "Your people…" Cade turned toward her and took a step forward. His interest had piqued, he had spent his entire life researching the Ancients, though he had met only two.  
 
    "You mean, Ancients?"  
 
    "Yes," Nora sighed and shifted her weight to her other leg, "Though hear me, Cade; we know who you are, we know what you do. You can observe, but we are not your test subjects. This is not a field day for you. We exist, we survive, and we hold onto our lifestyle. You must realize that when you leave your memories of us will be erased." 
 
    Cade began to protest but looked back at the child. He lowered his head and accepted Nora's conditions. While the President wanted to use the opportunity to learn as much as possible, it was clear to him that the child was more important. Though, with the knowledge that the Ancients undoubtedly had, he knew he could take his division of the ATC to a level that he had only dreamt. 
 
    Forgoing an opportunity to make massive amounts of money was out of character for Cade. He had always heard that people change when they have children, though he doubted that it was that quick of a transformation. He worked it out in his head that he was just compassionate, that he would want to take care of any child that needed help. That was what he wanted to think, but when he looked back down at Charlotte, or Charlie as Smirnov called her, he felt like a shell around his heart was cracking. 
 
    "That's fine," Cade finally blurted, "Just save my…" He paused and looked up at Smirnov who gave him a wink, "my daughter." Emotion welled up inside him again as he seemed to speak his role as a father into existence, "My Charlotte." He shook his head violently and focused on his breathing. He did not want to lose it again. 
 
    "Very well," Nora looked over at Dauid and Freyja. The whole time they had been sitting on the ground and watching. When Nora looked at them, Dauid pushed himself up with a loud, obnoxious groan and moved his breathing mask out of the way. 
 
    "What a night," He proclaimed as he took a swig from a flask he had in his pocket, "You better have some more damn juice for me when we get to your facility or whatever." 
 
    "We have a thousand-year-old vintage herbal wine that I can permit you to taste," Nora proudly smiled, "And of course a cellar stocked full of various liquors. Recipes from my time, flavors and potency you could not imagine." 
 
    "I like the sound of potency," Dauid smiled widely. He lifted a cigarette to his lips and lit it as he walked over to Cade. 
 
    "I remember my first child," He hummed as he stood next to the President. Cade looked over at him and nodded. 
 
    "The name's Landkeeper," Dauid announced, "Dauid Landkeeper." He held the cigarette with his good hand and extended his "better hand". Cade reached out and squeezed the artificial appendage, and Dauid grinned. 
 
    "Don't know how you got wrapped up in all this mess," Dauid commented, "And I'm sorry for pounding the back of your head, but you needed it." Cade reached up and touched the large lump on the back of his head and pursed his lips. 
 
    "You hit hard for an old man," Cade looked down at Dauid's robotic arm, "I suppose you used that?" 
 
    "Why wouldn't I?" Dauid chuckled, "I can split skulls with this damn thing. Hells, at the bar back in Canrom City I've knocked more teeth out than I know how to count. But at the same time, I can only count to eleventeen." Cade smirked, and Dauid let out a growl of a laugh.  
 
    "Eleventeen isn't a number," Freyja commented with a benumbed tone. Dauid looked down at the boy with a perplexed expression and with a great deal of effort knelt to face him. 
 
    "You've seen some shit, ain't you?" A wave of memories seemed to cascade over the child, and he briefly closed his eyes and nodded. 
 
    "Yeah," he finally huffed. He cocked his head as if he were trying to hear something better, "No, I can tell them if I want to. Shut up." Dauid nodded and let out a whiskey smelling sigh. 
 
    "Well, you and ol' Dauid are gonna learn you a thing or two," The old Humaan grinned, "Life ain't all about the shit we have to deal with," he poked Freyja in the chest, "We just have to deal with the shit to get to the good parts. Kid, you're about to hit one of the good parts." 
 
    Freyja looked up at Dauid and started to show a hint of a smile, but quickly turned away. He stomped off in the opposite direction, fists clenched and tail dragging through the mud. Dauid eased his body back up, and Nora approached. 
 
    "We are going now," She announced, "Everyone, follow me. If you have a weapon, get it out. This weald is crawling with Marauders, Govian soldiers, Toraan, and where we are going, the shambling corpses of the Ancient undead." She looked over at Cade, and he pulled his sword from its scabbard.  
 
    "You are with me," Nora told him, "We will take point. We move now!"  
 
    "Nobody is going anywhere!" A gruff and winded sounding voice shouted from behind them. The tone was furious, and Cade closed his eyes tight and grumbled. He knew the voice all too well. 
 
    "There is a fat person here." Freyja idly declared.  
 
    "Ebren…" Cade sighed as he turned around. He looked at his portly assistant's torn clothing and bleeding forehead as he shuffled toward him. Cade did not know what to say; nor what to do. The last thing he wanted was to tow Ebren along. 
 
    The two stood in the darkness of the Belhaasi Weald, wet from the rain above them yet warm from the fires that roared around them. Ebren held his head upward and stood as tall as he could as the ATC President approached him. He sniffled a bit and spat a glob of blood onto the ground, and as Cade neared, he rubbed his sausage-like fingers together. 
 
    "Mister President," Ebren cleared his throat and licked his lips. He raised a hand and firmly pressed against the wound on his forehead and exhaled a wheezy breath as he met Cade, "Mister President, it is a prayer answered to see you breathing. I never doubted that you were coming back for me, I understand that my behavior was… uncalled for and I am willing to let bygones be bygones. It is apparent that we need to get you back to headquarters, to be rid of this cursed forest forever. For that reason, I have contacted a team. They are on their way, and we need to prepare for our pending extraction." 
 
    Cade looked back at Racon Tower behind him and then in the direction of his wrecked craft. His brother was safe; his child lived. He lamented the fact that the price for those lives had been the one he loved the most. As his gaze met Ebren again, he knew he could not return to headquarters. His child needed care; he was on the brink of his life's most significant discovery, and Ebren was not going to stand in his way. 
 
    "Very good," Cade nodded at his assistant, "But I fear that a transport will not be necessary, not yet at least. I am traveling with these people to an Ancient medical facility. One that is still in operation. The baby needs help, the information we could gain there..."  
 
    "I have already called the transport, Mister President," Ebren spoke slowly and with an agitated tone. He glanced over at the doctor and the baby in his arms, and he paused to think for a moment. His lips formed into a frown and he spoke once again, "We are going to wait for extraction. Cade, you need to answer for all of this treachery. Your apparent fraternization with subordinates, your ties to terrorist organizations, you do understand that the board will hear of this?" 
 
    "I would expect nothing less of you," Cade sighed. He drummed his fingers around the sword in his hand and took another step toward Ebren and cocked his head, "Have you already made your report?"  
 
    "I mentioned our situation to President Trabia," Ebren raised his chin once again, "I did not go into great detail but…" 
 
    "Did you tell him of the Marauders?" Cade asked. 
 
    "Well…" Ebren wore a confused look, "Yes, I did. Though I do not understand why such an arbitrary…"  
 
    "Good." Cade took another step forward and raised his blade. Ebren jerked his hands up and took a step back, but Cade lunged forward, thrusting his sword through Ebren's chest. Ebren squealed and wrapped his fingers around Cade's throat. 
 
    "You are a disgrace to the memory of your aunt," Cade growled as he pushed his assistant off of him. Ebren's fingers broke free from Cade's throat, and he fell backward onto the ground, writhing in pain. 
 
    "You think for one moment that I, Cade Larynks, president of one-third of the Agra Triangle Corporation will continue to answer to your pitiful waste of breath? You believe that I will put up with your treachery any longer?" Cade kicked Ebren in the ribs, and Ebren yelped and gurgled. 
 
    "Your aunt was my teacher, my friend, my mentor," Cade hissed, "That is what kept me from killing you all this time. Karna, she…" Tears welled up in his eyes, and he shook them away, "She fucking loved me. Too damn much. She was jealous of Nida. She threatened her, and when I walked in on her holding a gun to Nida's head I… I snapped. Just like her neck." 
 
    "T... traitor!" Ebren weakly cried out. He fumbled for his communicator, and Cade thrust his sword through Ebren's wrist.  
 
    "Me?" Cade stared down at the bloated soon-to-be corpse lying in the mud, "I am not the one spending your money and then whispering behind your back. I treated you well Ebren, I gave you a life of luxury, and you squandered it. You are the real traitor. Karna died because I was protecting the one I love." 
 
    "The dead bitch," Ebren choked with a devious smile, "The commoner you couldn't keep your dick out of. I hope she was worth it Cade, for you… you are going to burn for all this." Without another word, Cade thrust his sword through Ebren's mouth. The blade shattered Ebren's teeth and pierced through his skull and into his brain. Ebren's body went limp, and as Cade thought he was finally going to be silent, he let out a loud wretched fart. 
 
    "I fucking hate that guy!" Cade ground his teeth together as he ripped his sword from Ebren's face. A stream of blood arced out and showered the area behind them. Cade looked down at the growing mess of gore and teeth and scowled.   
 
    "I can imagine that felt good," Smirnov approached and observed the mess before him, "For you at least. I was never fond of that person. An irritating and delusional creature, no doubt." 
 
    Cade grumbled as he cleaned off his blade and looked down at his daughter. He reached out and gently touched her forehead and then looked up to Smirnov. 
 
    "How is she?" he asked the doctor. 
 
    "Her blood oxygen level is fine," Smirnov replied, "Not ideal, but fine." Cade noticed that a small battery-powered blood oximeter was attached to her foot. He patted the doctor's shoulder and walked up to Nora. 
 
    "Sorry, I needed to take care of that," he joined her side, and Nora nodded at him. 
 
    "We all have to take care of our business sometimes," She commented as the two began to walk, "However grisly it may be." 
 
    "You're more badass than Crinnan." Freyja ran up to Cade's side and looked up at him. Cade turned his head and snickered at the Lycaani child. 
 
    "Yeah, I am," Cade agreed as he looked back to check on Smirnov and his Charlotte, "I would not be much of a big brother if he surpassed me." 
 
    "Yeah, that's pretty cool," Freyja cast his eyes downward, "That you guys are brothers. I had a brother once... but he died." 
 
    "O-kay." Cade could sense that the boy was going to be a downer the whole time, not that he could blame him from what he knew about his past. In all honesty, Cade's spirits were as low as they had ever been with everything that had happened.  
 
    "Well I don't know about the rest of you," Dauid hollered, "But it seems like everyone's gone through some shit tonight. Hells, that little girl Freyja probably has had the best damn day out of all of us!" 
 
    "I am a boy," Freyja corrected him. 
 
    "No shit?" Dauid chuckled, "Look, step one in Dauid the Great's training program. You gotta lighten up kid. Can you do that?" 
 
    "What does that mean?" Freyja looked back at the old man, and Dauid handed him his flask. 
 
    "Take a sip of that," Dauid nodded as he gave the boy a wink, "Just one though, we don't need you getting sloppy." 
 
    "What are you doing!" Nora shouted back, "Stop that; he is only a kid." 
 
    "A kid that has gone through more terrible shit than most adults, we gotta break that down!" Dauid nodded at Freyja, and the boy cautiously brought the flask up to his lips. 
 
    "It stinks," Freyja's nose wrinkled up, and he pulled the container away, "What is it?" 
 
    "Something that'll put some hair on your chest," Dauid chuckled, "Have a sip." 
 
    "I already have hair on my chest; I am Lycanni…" Freyja informed him, "But okay." He threw his head back and gulped down a swig of the whiskey. His eyes immediately opened wide, and he made a dry rasping noise. His ears twitched, and he looked up at Dauid. 
 
    "That tastes bad," he began coughing, and Dauid laughed and turned toward everyone to see their expressions. Cade grinned, and Doctor Smirnov and Nida frowned at him. 
 
    "Oh don't be a bunch of sticks in the mud," He slapped the back of the boy's back and smiled down at him, "We are in a rough place, all of us. We have to smile to get through everyone; this doesn't need to be as terrible as half of us want it to be. Come on; everybody have some fun!" 
 
    "This is not a party," Nora snapped back, "We need to stay silent and walk. When we reach the facility, we can… drink or whatever it is you do. But for now, we need to stay alive." 
 
    "Stay alive? Hells, that's what I do every day!" Dauid laughed, "It's what I'm best at!"  
 
    "How much has he had to drink?" Cade asked Nora as the two pushed their way through the dark and overgrown weald. 
 
    "He has a bottle in his bag that he has filled his flask with at least three times," Nora replied, "He is… really enjoying himself. He hasn't stopped drinking since we left the others back at Racon Tower." 
 
    "Do you think it will be a problem?" 
 
    "As long as he doesn't attract the undead or the Toraani," Nora looked around and groaned, "I wish I still had my own NaNe. This guy will not shut up, and Crinnan was a weakling." 
 
    "What guy?" Cade asked, curious what she was talking about. 
 
    "Eshan," She grumbled, "He keeps telling me that the area is clear, that he misses his son, and that Crinnan at least talked to him. I get it, Eshan, I will talk to you when I am alone. Until then though, you need to chill out and take a nap." 
 
    "Crinnan had someone… in his head?" Cade repeated, baffled by the idea, "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Someone else's NaNe," Nora shrugged, "He somehow became a shaman. It was a role we gave a rare amount of NaNe users back before the Church. It essentially turned a person into a NaNe vehicle; you could fit an indefinite number of images inside one person. The most we fit into somebody was one thousand." 
 
    "What do you mean, we?" Cade asked, "You keep saying we." 
 
    "I mean… Life Links." 
 
    "The Life Links?" Cade felt a rush of excitement come over him. He knew it was an inappropriate time to be thrilled, but he had only ever heard stories of Life Links even though their work was the main focus of his career. He knew that they had created the NaNe, as well as the architecture for Heaven and the Hells. He also strongly felt that they somehow had something to do with the Sentinel Trees. 
 
    "Yes," Nora glanced over at Cade, "As I said, we know about you… in all these years that you have chased after us, I have to say: you have never once come close to learning a damn thing." 
 
    Cade nodded silently at the Ancient Faire, and they walked onward. The weald continued to blaze around them, and the rain fell from above. The sound of thunder and fire cracking filled their ears and as they began their journey to the Ancient medical facility, Cade could not help but feel defeated. 
 
    The love of his life was dead and what felt like a war raged violently within his body. His instincts battled against his emotions for control, and he was enduring the worst that both had to offer. His chest felt like it had been hollowed out, his mind raced as it searched for something it could never find. Everything in him was in a panic, yet he could not allow it to surface. He had to keep control; he wouldn't let the pain overtake him. 
 
    Smirnov walked up alongside the President, and Cade looked down at the child in his arms. He had a sudden realization that he was about to face the greatest challenge he had ever encountered, and it all started with keeping her alive. He was resolute in spite of his pain, in spite of his fury, he was not going to fail her like he felt he had failed Nida. Charlotte was going to live; she was going to grow up and be greater than he would ever be. He promised himself that, and as he reached his finger out and placed it in her tiny hand, he nodded his head, pushed his emotions down deep inside him, and kept walking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Ema’as V 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    0:00 - The Silis 
 
      
 
    "Do not be nervous, child," Daanel encouraged Ema'as as they ascended a stairwell together, "Do not show weakness. His Highness will pick up on it. You need to be strong; do you understand?" 
 
    "Yeah," Ema'as nodded her head and chewed on her lower lip. She did not know what she was walking into and whether to be fearful or hopeful about it. She had never signed up for any of what was going on, never approved. As she thought about it, she realized she was going through the same thing she always had. 
 
    She had been born a Marauder and knew only the ways of scavenging and killing to survive. Her tribe had conquered and been conquered time and time again in what seemed to be an endless cycle. Her warlord changed every couple of years as well as the rules and living conditions. She had been a slave, a warrior, a hooker and a cook; every time leadership changed so did her role. When Eon came along, it was no different. She followed along and stayed alive. 
 
    For a moment, she had tasted freedom. She thought back to driving through the wastes with Camber, the idea of the Brothers on the Western horizon, of the ocean calling out her name. She wished she had made it, that she was well on her way to North Barus… that she still had her freedom. 
 
    She did not want to be judged unworthy, nor did she want to die. She knew she had no choice in the matter, that if she tried to flee the High Vampre would chase her down and slaughter her. She walked behind Daanel, and her heart beat faster with every step, he had told her not to be afraid, but she couldn't help it. 
 
    "Just ahead," Daanel looked back and saw Ema'as trembling. He rolled his eyes and walked over to her. As his hands closed around her wrists, he gently shook her so that their gazes met. 
 
    "You need to get ahold of yourself," He sternly told her, "I want you to succeed, I see potential in you. Ema'as do not let me down, I do not want to have to be the one to stake you, but if you fail me, do not doubt that I will." 
 
    She nodded and took a deep breath. Daanel crept his hand up her arm to her shoulder and gave her a serious look. 
 
    "You can do this, young one," He encouraged her, "Believe in yourself, be stronger than you have ever been and show Graham that strength." He patted her arm and stepped toward a set of white metal doors with a keypad mounted on the wall to the left, beckoning her to follow as he did. 
 
    "Come on," he nodded her toward the door, and she stepped up. He pushed a button on the keypad, and the doors slid open, revealing a long white room lined with paintings and sculptures. In the middle of the room was a wooden table, four beings were seated at the table, and they all turned their heads in unison as Ema'as stepped inside. 
 
    "Greetings to the council," Daanel declared as he walked past Ema'as, "I hope you all are well. This is…" He paused and looked around, "Where is the King?" 
 
    "Late," a thin bodied and silver-haired Vampress hissed, "As is typical of him when it comes to these gatherings." 
 
    "Of course our great King has his reasons, Mildrin," A scholarly sounding male Vampre with glasses and a scarred bald head responded, "The greatest of virtues, patience is." He turned his head and smiled warmly toward Ema'as, "Come, child. Sit, tell us of yourself." 
 
    Ema'as stepped forward and pulled a chair away from the table. Daanel took a seat next to Mildrin, and all five of the High Vampre turned to face her.  
 
    A lump formed in her throat for it seemed that the heavy gazes of the powerful beings were bearing down on her. She coughed lightly and ran her fingers through her hair, the bald High Vampre turned toward her, his smile not fading. 
 
    "Tell me, my dear," his pearly white teeth gleamed as he grinned, "What is your name?" 
 
    "Ema'as," She replied softly. She was intimidated by them, by all of them. She tried not to make it apparent, but her mind was getting the best of her. 
 
    "Darling Ema'as," the Vampre repeated, "I am Argyl Lincaam, Duke of Mrask, I am honored to have the opportunity to meet you. Before you sits a piece of the remnant of our mighty lineage, we are here today to discuss whether or not you have a place at our side. Before we get into any of that though, allow me to introduce those whom I am most honored to call family. Across from me sits Lemron Veldaask Duke of Kamlot, and next to him, Magnus Fendriik, Duke of Canrom. Mildrin Shara'Avi Duchess of Belhaas is this shining beacon of beauty next to me, and of course, you have met your master. Daanel Beyman, Marquees of Canrom." 
 
    Argyl folded his fingers together and stared at Ema'as. He seemed to dissect her; he was watching for something. As her eyes nervously scanned the faces in front of her, he warmly grinned and nodded his head. 
 
    “‘Tis a miserable existence, that of a fledgling High Vampre. The Thirst, as they call it, is insatiable. It is terrifying to come out of mortality, to transform into something so powerful. Little Ema'as, you see, we have but one goal. To restore the kingdom of the Vampre to the splendor it once was. Our ancestors might could not be shaken; they ruled these lands like none before them ever had. We are irrefutably the most powerful native race to this planet. Why, did you know that Duraan is a Vampre word? It means home. We named this world; we claimed it for our people." 
 
    Ema'as nodded silently. She did not whether she was expected to speak, or what she was supposed to do. She waited for a prompt, but Argyl smiled and kept talking. 
 
    "We go through this process with every fledgling High Vampre we encounter. You see, over time blood can weaken. We need the strongest Vampre at our side; we do not have room for weakness. Tell me, child, how many years have you graced this planet with your existence?" 
 
    "I am… nineteen." She replied, hoping that it wasn't an unsatisfactory answer. 
 
    "Nineteen," Argyl chuckled and looked down at the table, "Such inexperience, such youth. Your ideas of the world are still only forming; your outlook will change time and time again. Tell me, and understand there is no wrong answer, what do you think of our home? What do you think of Duraan?" 
 
    Ema'as looked to Daanel, and he gave her a nod. She cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    "Duraan is… broken," She said, feeling confident in her words, "I come from a people that fight to survive. We have to make use of everything; we are always killing and being killed. I have never seen the inside of a city; I never knew that places like this… vehicle thing existed." 
 
    "Broken you say?" Argyl repeated, "Broken or… perhaps simply not being used correctly? An Elf sits on the throne of the Empire and poisons the world with his fabrications. Tell me, are you happy with the Emperor?" 
 
    "If it is his fault that I have lived the way I have… then no. I am not happy with the Emperor."  
 
    "Ema'as I will tell you this," Argyl said, "Our power is greater than the Emperor's, any single one of us could rip him to shreds. Do you want to be one of us? Do you want to see the return of the Kingdom of the Vampre?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as answered, knowing full well that was what Argyl wanted to hear, "If I have it inside me to be as strong as you, I will do anything. I… am tired of being a slave. I want to be free." 
 
    "Freedom is something that no Vampre should desire," Argyl said, "It is our right. This is our world, not anybody else's. Anyway, I do believe that I hear King Graham's footsteps approaching. I thank you for your honesty, make certain that you maintain that level of honesty when speaking to his Highness." 
 
    Ema'as heard the footsteps that Argyl mentioned. They were coming from behind a door at the opposite end of the long room and as they neared everyone turned their heads to look. 
 
    "Brace for impact," Daanel smiled as he watched the doors, "Here he comes." 
 
    The doors slid open, and everyone stood. Ema'as watched and immediately became confused by what she was seeing. King Graham was not what she expected; the leaders of her people were always large and strong looking. They were the type who could crush skulls and rip out spines with their hands. King Graham… did not look like he could any of that. 
 
    The thin Vampre strutted into the room one foot after the other as if he were walking on an imaginary line. He was adorned in bright colors, his pants were a brilliant white, and his matching shining white leather boots didn't pass his ankles. He wore a bright baby blue shirt with the front open, showing off his hairless toned chest. Around his neck was a yellow silk scarf and his wavy blonde hair hung to his shoulders. In his right hand, he held a tasseled sash that he spun as he walked. 
 
    "Well hello you big bad bloodsucking bitches," He flashed a seductive smile as he stepped up to his council. His eyes wandered to Ema'as, and he winked at her, "I see you too, you sexy little thing. One, that top looks amazing on you. Two, I'll be with you in a minute." 
 
    "Your Majesty," Argyl bowed as Graham approached, "It is good to see you." 
 
    "Oh get off the ground you nasty little bald fucker," Graham rolled his eyes and flicked his wrist at Argyl, "How many times do I have to tell you, it ain't-gonna-happen." The King laughed softly to himself as he pulled a chair from the table. Slowly, he dramatically spun in place and gently sat himself down on the cushion and crossed his legs all in one motion. His magnificently manicured hands sat on top of one another as the King rested them on his knee and straightened his back. He looked straight at Ema'as, puckered his glossy lips and smiled. 
 
    "So," He raised his hands and clapped them together, "Another sad little Thirst stricken soul has come to the king for judgment." He cocked his head and widely opened his eyes. As he flipped his hair out of the way, he grabbed hold of his tasseled sash once again and held it in Ema'as' direction. 
 
    "I really hate these things, you know?" He shook his head and let out a dramatic sigh, "Like, you just don't understand, so let's be completely honest with each other here today okay?" 
 
    Ema'as realized her mouth was hanging open. She promptly closed it and nodded her head in affirmation. 
 
    "That's a good girl," he purred, "Okay, so, you know, judge me all you want but it's whatever, but the main reason I would kill you today is because I think you look like shit. Like I said, your call on the judgment situation, but, you know, I'm not going to raise an army that looks like they crawled out of a damn Springmart after-season sale, you know what I mean?" 
 
    "Yeah...." Ema'as did her best to sound convincing, but she had no idea what the Vampre was talking about. 
 
    "Great," He put on a big fake toothy smile and playfully bit the tip of his tongue between his front teeth, "So, you have nothing to worry about in that regard. You look fucking bomb as fuck. I don't know if you dressed yourself or if someone picked your clothes out for you, I really don't. Either way, keep up what you're doing because you're doing yourself a favor. Also, that smoky eye? Two words, holy-fucksticks." 
 
    Daanel was holding back a laugh, and Graham noticed. He briefly glanced over at the youngest member of his council and gave him a wink. 
 
    "Okay so, and this is probably more realistic so... yay for that I guess, but... I need you in your own words to tell me why you think you are a good fit for my happy little band of bitches." 
 
    Ema'as looked around silently for a moment, and Graham reached up and snapped his fingers. 
 
    "Hey! You, little chocolate sundae surprise, look at me! What is your name by the way?" 
 
    "Ema'as" 
 
    "Oh, that's cute. But yeah, Ema'as, hey. I'm the fucking king. Give me attention," he nodded his head slowly as he spoke and Ema'as found herself nodding with him. Graham noticed, and he let out a little smirk at the level of manipulation he already had over her, "Okay, so when I ask you to use your own words… don't look at everyone else in the room. Fuck them; it's only you and me here baby girl. Just be yourself. I swear that is all I want from my people. Nobody gets it. I don't get it. I mean, I don't get why they don't get it. You got me?" 
 
    "Yeah," Ema'as nodded and blinked for the first time in the whole encounter, "I think…" 
 
    "Good. Look, I know you're just a baby and that this is scary for you," his voice softened and sounded a bit more compassionate, "And I want you to succeed. Like, I want a fucking army. But you have to be real with me darling. I am on your team; I'm on team Ema'as. Now take a breath, unclench your probably A-class ass, and tell me why you think you would be a good fit." 
 
    Ema'as opened her mouth to speak, but only air came out. Her heart was pounding, and she was trembling in her seat. She had never been more afraid of a male in her life. She couldn't read him; she didn't understand anything about him. Most times she knew exactly what they wanted but he, he completely destroyed her. 
 
    Graham pursed his lips together and sighed. He stood and turned toward the door, waving his finger through the air in a circle as he did so.  
 
    "Okay!" He sang, "Time for all of you little blood sucking beauties to get the fuck out." He turned back around and looked at his council, "I need to have a one on one with the little Vampress." 
 
    "But Sir, we are all entitled to a judgment," Duke Magnus objected, "If it pleases you…" 
 
    "You know what would really please me, Magnus?" Graham interrupted him, blinking his eyes rapidly, "If you would shut your cock holster, get your flat grumpy ass out of my chair, and get the fuck out like the damn King commanded. I think that would do it." He raised his eyebrows for effect, and Duke Magnus nodded and stood. The others quickly followed, and Graham obnoxiously smiled and waved at each of them as they passed. Daanel was the last to leave, and he turned and gave Ema'as a smiling nod as he did. 
 
    "By Igo and all that he shines on," Graham rolled his eyes and bobbed his head as he dramatically spoke, "I swear, have you ever met a group of people who have sticks shoved up their asses as far as those guys?" Graham pointed toward the door, cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    "I mean," Ema'as shrugged, "Sometimes in the caravan when the slaves would misbehave…" 
 
    "Oh honey," Graham clenched his teeth and looked around the room, "That was rhetorical, but I mean, it's kind of cool that you actually have met people with literal sticks in their asses. I think." He hummed and walked around the table. He continued his signature strut and dragged his wooden chair behind him, finally placing it next to Ema'as and seating himself crossed legs, folded hands and all.  
 
    "Look," He sighed and lowered his head. He elegantly brushed his hair out of his face as he looked back up and gave Ema'as the sweetest smile he could muster, "You look so young. But when I gaze at your sandblasted, sunburnt and probably never-moisturized face, I see so much more than all the other fledglings that come through here. You clearly have been through some serious shit and… well based on looking at your eyes, your face, your posture… I think it has made you grow up way too fucking quick. Does that make sense?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as nodded slowly, concerned that she may be providing too much information. 
 
    "Okay. So you are a Marauder, right? One of those people eating, robber fuckers who drive the trucks with the big wheels and shit?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Okay. So I won't judge you for eating people, you did what you had to do. I won't judge for probably killing kids, because it was part of your culture or whatever. You know what I am judging you for though?" 
 
    "What?" Ema'as felt a wave of concern come over her. She was worried that she was about to be killed and that he was going to do it himself. 
 
    "The simple stupid fact that you may be the strongest Vampress that has ever sat at my fucking table yet you are scared of me, a male. How empowering… I mean, for myself of course." 
 
    Ema'as shifted in her seat and looked away from him. He was somehow able to see right through her, and it terrified her.  
 
    "Yes, I have a dick. It's big, it gets hard, and I use it to fuck. But a girl like you? You should still be able to control me. You should be able to make me eat out of your hand." 
 
    Ema'as fought it, but a smile crept across her face. 
 
    "Here, we are going to do a little team building exercise, okay?" Graham smiled and touched Ema'as cheek with his fingertips. He leaned in closer and licked his lips, "I want you to say the nastiest thing you think I have ever done. Just guess, just throw it out there, dig deep in that little fucked up brain of yours and tell me what the nastiest thing I have ever done is." 
 
    "I don't know," Ema'as felt the fear return. She did not want to offend him; she didn't want to fail some test he was giving her. 
 
    "Tell me!" His eyes grew wide, and he laughed silently, "What do you think I've done?"  
 
    "Um, I mean, suck a dick?" 
 
    "What?" Graham sat upright, and he wrinkled up his face, "That's not even a good sentence. Suck a dick? Really? I mean, no, that is not the correct answer… I was thinking of the time that I tied up dozens of soldiers from the enemy army and then launched them across the battlefield into their walls. They screamed like a bitch in heat, but stopped when they splatted against the stone walls.”  
 
    Graham laughed silently to himself for a moment but then shook his head in an almost offended way, “Wait, you seriously think the nastiest thing I have done since surviving from the fucking Age of Blood, is suck on a penis? I mean, what? A: since when has that even been nasty you little hoe? B, what kind of shitty king do you think that I am that the worst thing I’ve ever done is perform oral?" 
 
    "Well, I mean," Ema'as admitted. 
 
    "Oh," Graham looked insulted, "So you think I'm some kind of nasty little pervert who goes around and just slurps on whatever I can get? You think I go on the hunt looking for anything remotely phallic and then just fill whatever hole is available?" 
 
    "No!" Ema'as' eyes grew wide, and she shook her head violently. 
 
    "Then mean what you say, bitch!" Graham grabbed her chin and turned it toward him, "Look at me, honey. Look at me!" 
 
    Tears formed in Ema'as eyes and she trembled as she stared into Graham's eyes. She knew it was a trap; she knew he was just setting her up. 
 
    "Are you looking? Do I have your attention?" His eyes were wide, and his expression was stern. Ema'as nodded, and Graham sighed and then burst into laughter. 
 
    "I'm your fucking king now, baby girl." He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in, "I've been looking for someone like you. I swear, I'm going to turn you into the baddest bitch this world has ever seen. Do you hear me, you better fucking hear me because if you don't then tell me." 
 
    "I hear you." Ema'as gasped, relieved at what he was saying, "Yes, I hear you." 
 
    "Good," Graham pulled back and looked Ema'as square in the eyes, "Because from now on, you are fucking Princess Ema'as of Canrom. I've been looking to fill that role for-fucking-ever, and you are just… the perfect little morsel. Me and you, we're going to rule this bitch together, and you're going to love every. Fucking. Minute. Do you hear me?" 
 
    "I do," Ema'as smiled and began laughing, "Yeah, I hear you." 
 
    "Good bitch," he said, stroking her hair, "Now tell me what just happened." 
 
    "I…" It felt like a geyser of joy had burst inside of her. She smiled and nodded her head, "I am a fucking Vampre Princess." 
 
    "Bingo bitch," Graham flashed his teeth again and kissed her on her forehead, "Now go change those panties, I sense a little moisture."  
 
    Ema'as and Graham giggled together, and she rushed forward and hugged him. It was over; she was free. She did not have to worry about anyone harming her again, for she had attained something that she never knew existed. She had gained the favor of a king, and the title of Princess in a matter of a day's time. 
 
    "Seriously," Graham said as he pulled back, "Get the fuck out," he cocked his head and waved at her, "We'll have a party or some shit later. Bye bitch." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Rubaan XII 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    04:00 - Canrom/Kamlot Border 
 
      
 
    Rubaan opened his eyes. He did not know where he was or how he had gotten there, but everything, his emotions, his body… it all felt somehow heavier than usual. He looked ahead of him and saw that he was standing in a long, dark candle-lit hallway. The walls were lined with peeling red paper and glass crunched beneath his boots.  
 
    "Hello?" He called out, hoping for an answer. He received none, and as he stepped again, he heard the sound of something shuffling come from further down the hallway. 
 
    He remembered something. He recalled falling but upward, a blinding white light, a female with black hair… he shook his tired head and tried to make sense of it all. What had happened, how had he gotten there? He closed his eyes tight and tried to think.  
 
    "I know you are in here!" A voice terrifyingly sang from the opposite end of the hall. He heard what sounded like metal dragging against concrete and opened his eyes once again, "I can smell you!" 
 
    What was going on? Who was in there with him? In truth, he did not want to find out. He turned to run but with each step he took his boots degraded piece by piece until they simply fell off, leaving him with only his bare feet. The glass on the floor dug into his soles and drew blood. He groaned at the sudden pain and turned around to find that nobody was behind him. The scraping sound had stopped, and he was alone.  
 
    He heaved a sigh of relief, and as he slowly spun back around, he suddenly felt the feeling of icy fingers wrapping around his throat. His eyes grew wide, and he opened to his mouth to scream, but the grasp tightened, and he found himself unable to breathe. Long black fingernails dug into the sides of his neck, and in the candlelight, he could make out the purple skin of his attacker. 
 
    Black horns surrounded by a mane of dark red hair sprouted from her forehead. She wore dark armor that glistened even in the dim light, and her pointed razor-sharp teeth sparkled as she smiled.  
 
    "I am sorry baby," She hissed as his head drew closer to her mouth, "I forgot to let you scream." Her grip on his throat loosened and he did precisely that. As he wailed in horror at the demoness before him, she smiled devilishly and her jaw unhinged. Her hand once again squeezed at his throat, and she quickly snapped her teeth down onto his neck and tore his head away from his body.  
 
    As she crunched his skull in her mouth, he for a moment was able to remember it all. He had died on the rooftop with Crinnan and Eon. He was no longer a part of the mortal plane of Duraan. Rubaan was in the Hells, and his new life was only beginning. 
 
      
 
    You have died. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hey buddy, come on," Kavin reached back and slapped Rubaan on the side of the head, "We're at the border, we're taking a piss break. Get off my back; you've been drooling on me long enough."  Rubaan sat up and cleared his throat. It was still dark outside, but the stars looked brighter. Igo illuminated the sand below him, and as he got off the moth, he reached his arms up toward the sky and stretched. 
 
    "How much longer?" a groggy Rubaan asked, "You said we're at the border?" 
 
    "Yup," Kavin replied. He turned away from Rubaan and unzipped his pants, "Three, maybe four more hours directly west."  
 
    "So we are almost there." Rubaan sighed and unzipped his pants to pee. As he relieved himself, he looked up at the stars and sighed. He thought about how things were getting increasingly complicated, about how everything was looking so grim… at least in his eyes. 
 
    "So how many times have you made this journey?" Rubaan asked Kavin, "I mean, from Base 21 to Base 11?" He received no response. He thought that odd considering the fact that Kavin was so polite. He finished peeing and zipped up his pants. 
 
    "Kavin?" He called out. He turned around just in time to watch Pancho drag a blade across the Centurion Captain's throat. Rubaan gasped as Kavin's body fell to the ground and Pancho turned to him. 
 
    "W... what have you done?" Rubaan squealed, "Why did you do that!" 
 
    "Orders," Pancho replied with a grin. The Lycaani took a step forward, and Rubaan drew his sword. 
 
    "Stay back!" Rubaan warned. He knew he could never hold his own against the Centurion and as Pancho took another step, he lowered his head and laughed menacingly. 
 
    "Now what do you think you are going to do with that?" Pancho sneered as he stepped forward. He waved his blade, and Rubaan winced. 
 
    "Why would you kill him?" He demanded, "Tell me what is going on!" 
 
    "Somebody paid me more," Pancho shrugged, "Prince Lazarus to be exact. I fed him the location of Base 21, of his beloved Sarasin. He knows all the entrances; he knows your father is inside. And now I am going to bring him the bulk of Base 11's army." 
 
    Rubaan scowled and shook his head in disbelief, "Why? Why would you betray Black Knight? All those who you loved, who you fought alongside for so many years?" 
 
    "Spare me," Pancho rolled his eyes as he scratched the back of his neck with the blunt side of the knife, "You think this world is fair Lord Jamiso? That it's all so black and white? Give me a break. Black Knight is weakening. Its leadership has gone soft; its soldiers have no idea what they fight for anymore. For every one person who joins our ranks, Govia recruits ten. We can't win; there's just no way." Pancho shrugged and took another step closer. 
 
    "Prince Lazarus promised me a lucrative position in the Govian army," he admitted, "Good pay, time off... my own house in Cidroska. Not that it's any of your business. Anyway, back to it." 
 
    Pancho lurched forward, and Rubaan swung his weapon. The Lycaani Centurion easily evaded his attack and sliced Rubaan's wrist with his knife. Rubaan groaned in pain, but before he could react, Pancho spun and planted the knife hilt deep into the side of Rubaan's neck and quickly pulled it back out. 
 
    The sword fell from Rubaan's hand and landed softly on the sand beneath him. He reached up and grabbed the gash in his neck, and his blood gushed out over his hand. He knew that there was nothing he could do and as he staggered in place for a moment, he stared up at the Centurion before him. 
 
    "Fall down." Pancho grinned slightly as he reached out and gave Rubaan's chest a light push. Rubaan fell backward, and his back landed on the sand. As he stared at the sky above him, he realized he had met his end. He would never again see his wife; he would not watch his boy grow.  
 
    Pancho knelt and fished the communicator out of Rubaan's pocket. He flipped it open, broke it in half, and tossed the pieces aside.  
 
    "Go ahead and die now," he turned around and walked toward his moth. 
 
    Rubaan gasped as he welled up with emotion and blood trailed down his severed throat. As he coughed the blood back up, he heard the sound of Pancho driving away. He was alone, and he was nearly dead. 
 
    A wave of calm came over him as he stared up at the stars above. He squeezed his wound to try and prolong his end. At that point, all he wanted to do was to listen to the waves, to look up at the stars. He wanted to take in every last drop of what being alive was like.  
 
    The stars twinkled above him, and the water crashed against the shore. His breathing slowed, and his bleeding was less severe as he had nearly bled out. His mind raced to recall every second of his life, to try and live it all one more time. As darkness began to encircle his vision however, he felt a gentle icy sensation in his spine. He prepared for the worst; he knew what was happening… that Eon was coming to him, that he was about to lose control over his body. He grimaced and clenched his fists as he tried to fight it but ultimately lost, and suddenly heard a voice. 
 
    "Hello son," the voice gently greeted, "I should say, you and your brother seem to be incapable of staying out of mortal danger as of recent." 
 
    The darkness began to subside, Rubaan could feel a tingle in his neck and pulse was strengthening. What was going on? It had felt like Eon had retaken hold of him but, it was not Eon. 
 
    "Worry, not," Sage's voice continued, "I have watched you and your brother since you were born. Tracked you, I checked in three times a day every day to make certain you live. You see, son, while I knew it was best for you that I remain unknown, I never lacked love."  
 
    Rubaan gasped and sat up. The bleeding had ceased, and he reached up and felt a line of scar tissue where the wound had been only moments before. He marveled at what had just happened; he was barely able to find his words.  
 
    "You are..." he panted as he gazed in wonder out at the churning ocean ahead of him. He knew who it was; it was the person that his mother and father had told him about back at Base 21, "You are Sajinious?" 
 
    "The one and only," Sage replied within Rubaan's mind. Rubaan grabbed his sword and pushed himself up off the sand. He closed his eyes and took a deep, grateful breath of the salty air. As he gently exhaled, he spoke. 
 
    "You are my..." 
 
    "Father, yes," Sage calmly interrupted. His voice sounded too familiar to Rubaan, it was like his own, "And you are my son. I should say, it is... a wonderful feeling to finally meet you, dear boy." 
 
    "How are you here?" Rubaan asked. He assumed that Sage had gotten to him the same way that Eon had, "How did you know to... find me?" 
 
    "When you and your brother were born I created a system of protocols that alert me if your lives are in danger," Sage explained, "They are programs that constantly run within my NaNe, and since I at the moment am only NaNe, I was able to transport here in time to save you." 
 
    "You saved Crinnan, didn't you?" Rubaan asked, "It was you; you brought him back from the Hells to us?" 
 
    "I did," Sage replied, "I did because you two are special. Not prophecy level or anything extraordinary like that, but, to me you are important. You know what I mean. I should say, you are a father just like I am. You know how strong the desire is that your children live. It is instinct; it is part of who we are." 
 
    "Yeah," Sage was not wrong. Rubaan thought to Roc and everything he would do for the boy, "So what do we do now?" 
 
    "My son, you live," Sage warmly answered, "I cannot remain in this domain much longer for I must be off to the Hells. The other you needs rescuing." 
 
    "The real me," Rubaan scoffed. He was dismayed by the memory that the other him existed but saddened by the news of his passing. He knew that if the other him needed to be rescued from the Hells, that Crinnan and Century had succeeded in defeating Eon. While the thought that was all a major relief, Rubaan still lamented the damage that Eon had left behind, "The true me..." 
 
    "None of that now," Sage scolded, "Rubaan, though you were cloned by Eon, you are still my son. Never doubt your importance, never doubt that you can do... anything. You live, you breathe..." Sage was silent for a moment as if he were contemplating something and then his voice returned. 
 
    "Within you, I can activate something... special," Sage said proudly, "Right now I have access to your entire personal NaNe network. My son, I am going to make you strong. I am going to make certain you can survive on your own. I know you have ridden the coattails of your brother your whole life, that you have never really excelled at fighting. That will be so no longer. You have a responsibility to protect yourself, your wife, and most importantly my grandson." 
 
    Rubaan suddenly felt a wave of vertigo come over him and he fell to a knee. For a moment, his head felt like it was in a vice. His entire body throbbed, and he howled with pain. When it ended, he gasped and quickly snatched his hand out and planted it in the sand to keep from falling over.  
 
    "What happened?" Rubaan asked while the vertigo had left him, something new was inside, "What did you..." 
 
    "You are among the undying now, son," Sage explained, "I have activated your stasis. You will not grow old; you will remain as healthy as you are right now forever. Also, I installed a few introductory programs into your NaNe. You will learn to use these skills over time; you will learn to phase and to harness light." 
 
    Rubaan sat up and noticed something strange about his hands. He looked down at his right hand and saw that each of his fingertips was glowing with a brilliant bright light. It was terrifying but intriguing. 
 
    "M... magic?" Rubaan gasped, "I can use... magic now?" 
 
    "Science, son," Sage corrected him, "The very technology that I created so long ago. Learn it, use it to protect those you love, and never stop loving them son. You truly have the most beautiful heart, do not think it weakness. That love; that compassion and loyalty to those you love... My beautiful boy, it will make you stronger than you could ever imagine." 
 
    "I'm afraid," Rubaan admitted. He was certain of it, the responsibility of power, the threat of losing his life had become all too real for him, "Are you sure I can do... any of this?" 
 
    "I am, Rubaan," Sage replied, "I should say that you are, after all, my own blood. That should be enough confidence for anybody..." 
 
    Rubaan silently nodded his head in affirmation of Sage's words. He had never seen it in himself, the ability to be powerful. He knew he needed to change; to discover the confidence to become the powerful person that Sage told him he could be. 
 
    "We will meet again. I promise. For now, though I must go and I do not know when I will return. Rubaan, my son, know that despite my absence I have always loved you." 
 
    The cold feeling in Rubaan's spine faded away as Sage left him. He was alone on the beach with only the stars and his thoughts for company. He closed his eyes and tried to take in all that had just happened. From the murder to his near death, to the strange communication with his mysterious father, it was so much for him to process. 
 
    All his life Rubaan had tried to be a good person. He had tried to please everyone he cared for, tried to be the rock that his loved ones could lean on for support. He realized that while his love for them was no less, it was time for him to focus on himself to grow stronger. 
 
    Things were happening. The world was shifting, and the ones Rubaan loved were being put in danger at an alarming rate. He could not be left behind; he would not let his weakness cost someone their life. He had to learn the power that Sajinious had given him. He had to grow strong so that he could protect this family. 
 
    His eyes returned to the glowing magic on his fingertips. No, not the magic. The science, the technology as Sage had explained it. He waved his hand around for a moment and observed how the light left little trails as it moved. It reminded him of playing with sparklers as a kid, and he tried to move his hand fast enough to write his name with the light trail. 
 
    "That's stupid," he told himself, "Be serious." 
 
    Curiously, he jerked his hand outward and watched as the five little lights snapped like a whip. That was kind of cool. He also observed that when the lights touched, they combined into one. He closed his fingers together and brought his thumb upward so that all the little lights formed into one bigger one. 
 
    "I wonder..." 
 
    Slowly, he curled his fingers up and formed his hand into a fist. The light crept across his skin and seemed to encompass his hand. He threw his fist forward like a punch, and a bolt of the light shot out and crashed into the sand sending grains in all directions. 
 
    "There we go," he smiled and did it again.  
 
    "Ok. I can make little whips and shoot energy beams," Rubaan hummed and nodded his head, "Good enough." He turned around and started walking toward his moth. He knew he needed to spend more time learning more about his new powers, but also he needed to get to Base 11 before Pancho. 
 
    On his way to the moth, Rubaan stopped at Kavin's corpse and knelt. He sighed mournfully at the sight of his fallen comrade. Kavin was one of the best Knights in Base 21, and he was a good person. Rubaan looked at his lifeless mustachioed face and shook his head in disgust. 
 
    He had not deserved to die like that. That much was certain. Pancho had to pay for the betrayal, and Rubaan felt compelled to make sure that Kavin got his justice, that the entire Base 21 got their justice.  
 
    Rubaan reached up and closed Kavin's eyelids as he offered up a quick prayer to the Brothers. He pulled the machine pistol from the sergeant's holster and after taking one final look, he stood up and walked to the moth. 
 
    His blood pumped, and his mind raced as he mounted the vehicle. He was done being a weakling; he was ready to contribute. He started the moth up and put his goggles back over his eyes. As he accelerated in the same direction that Pancho had gone, he could not help but smile at his hopeful future. He looked forward to learning and growing, to becoming a person that he was proud to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Crinnan XXIV 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    09:00 - Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    Bran slammed the sliding door of the HAPT shut and quickly got to his seat. He could hear another wave of Marauders or undead or whatever remained of Eon's army coming and they knew they had to get out of there, even if it meant leaving their dead behind. 
 
    "Come on Flinn!" Bran shouted furiously, "Get this bird in the sky, now!" 
 
    Alec switched the engines on, and the HAPT roared to life. Everyone in the personnel hold knew it was going to be a bumpy takeoff and so they braced themselves. 
 
    Alec hit the throttle, and the engines jerked the HAPT up into the air about twelve feet. Everyone toppled over, and Alec eased the throttle forward, gently increasing their altitude.  
 
    Crinnan sat silently next to Elia as she healed him. When the turbulence had ended, he glanced out the window next to him to see that the Belhaasi Weald was burning for what looked like miles. The sight of it all was, in a way, distressing to him. 
 
    The Belhaasi Weald had changed Crinnan. He did not feel like he was the same person that had flown in with Century a month prior. To him, it felt like it had only been a day yet it also felt like it had been a lifetime.  
 
    Crinnan thought of Sage: he thought of waking up in the Elf's home and of witnessing his power. He thought of the weird cake that the Elf had made him and of how he enjoyed explaining everything so damn annoyingly. He remembered the Govian soldiers who attacked and thought of Eshan and the vision of Eshan's child. 
 
    He thought of Garb, and Freyja and of the place he had found them. He thought of Pado, and Jethro. Of Xydos, Nora, and Guntz. He thought of his brother Kiersen and his strange and sudden appearance. He remembered how Sage had blasted him out a window. That thought made him smile. 
 
    Crinnan thought of his new powers, of Eon, the Vampre and the Maas'Eon. He thought of the undead, and of reuniting with his friends at Racon tower. He re-lived it all as he watched the Belhaasi Weald burn beneath him. Finally, he rested his head against the seat behind him and sighed. 
 
    It was true. What the Black Knight, the Demon, the Centurion had gone through had changed him. He full well knew that he was never going to look at anything the same again. A voice inside of him, his own voice this time told him that even though he was leaving the Belhaasi Weald behind him, it had merely been his birthplace. More was on the horizon, he could feel it, and it made him uneasy. 
 
    "It is okay, Crinnan," Elia placed her hand over his and turned to face him, "You are safe now. You can rest; we are going home." 
 
    She was wrong. The promise of impending doom in his mind spoke much louder than his dear friend's words of comfort. He sat trembling, and as Elia wrapped her arms around him, he began to cry. 
 
    "Elia..." he softly whimpered. Being in her arms was comfortable, it felt like home, but it did not shake his dread. 
 
    "What is it Crinnan?" she pulled away and gave him a concerned look.  
 
    "It's..." his hand trembled on the armrest and he grit his teeth together. His nostrils flared, and his pupils grew wide. 
 
    "Crinnan!" She shouted as she slapped him on the shoulder, "Crinnan come on, snap out of it." 
 
    Foam formed at his mouth as he convulsed. He knew what was happening; he remembered it from the first time he met Eshan. He had no control, his eyes rolled back into his head, and the darkness once again overcame him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Son," Sage smiled widely as he sat at a table in the darkness that was Crinnan's mind. A colorful cake lay on top of the table and Crinnan couldn't help but shake his head and smile. He pulled a chair out and sat down across from the Elf.  
 
    "So, I guess it makes sense to me now," Crinnan sighed as he stared at Sage. "I get it; I understand why you brought me back. You are, somehow in some strange fucked way, my father?" 
 
    Sage smiled proudly at the boy and smirked. He poked a candle into the top of the cake and with his powers, he lit it. Crinnan snorted out a laugh and Sage joined him. 
 
    "For all the birthdays I missed," Sage informed him, "I should say that before I ruled the Ancient world, my family ruled the corner of Breedlove and Twelfth. My father, you see, he was a baker. He taught Xydos and me to make cakes, pies, bread... The Lynx family had been bakers since the Age of Blood. Before Xydos and me, we were unremarkable, just another face you would see on the street. Little did mom and dad know, we would change the world." 
 
    "Why couldn't you have just told me everything from the beginning?" Crinnan asked, "Why did you have to lie the whole time?" 
 
    "I had nobody to validate my claims," Sage shrugged his shoulders, "And honestly I never intended on telling you. I did not want to hurt you, you see." Sage's lower lip suddenly began to tremble as he spoke but he cleared his throat and composed himself, "I understand that the truth of it all may be painful, it may be confusing… but son I knew that staying away, staying hidden was the best way to ensure that you were happy… I only showed up because, well because you needed me." 
 
    Sage choked and turned his head away. He was getting emotional, and as he closed his eyes tight, he continued speaking, "I saw you grow, my boy, not in person or up close as would have been ideal, but as data. I read every page of data that your NaNe produced. I watched over you; I protected you… you had your father, Crinnan. He is a good man, and you are fortunate that he loves you, but I should say that I wish I could have… seen your first steps, taught you how to speak, taught you my ways you know?" 
 
    Crinnan stared at Sage and nodded silently. He heard the Elf, and he too was becoming emotional at what he was saying.  
 
    "Son I saved you for one simple reason," Sage's hands were trembling, and his nostrils kept flaring. His face was getting red, but he continued, "I saved you because… well, I should say that I love you dearly." A tear streamed down Sage's face, but he wiped it away, "I want to see you live, son. I want you to grow, to keep moving forward every day stronger than the day before… You have a life ahead of you, a future, you understand?" 
 
    Crinnan nodded as his own eyes began to water up. He lowered his head and sniffled as he wiped the unwanted tears away. Sage smiled.  
 
    "You know what you need to do next son?" 
 
    "I have no idea, Sage." 
 
    "Close your eyes; it is time for you to remember why you are called Demon," At that, Crinnan shut his eyelids, and Sage snapped his fingers. Crinnan gasped for suddenly his time in the Hells all came back to him. 
 
    "Son?" Sage called out, "Can you hear me?" 
 
    "Yeah…" Crinnan replied with a horrified sounding voice. 
 
    "Now you understand what needs to be done next, don't you?" Crinnan opened his eyes and looked at Sage. He took a deep breath and his eyes filled with tears; he could fight it no longer. 
 
    "I think so," He nodded and spoke with a broken voice. 
 
    "You need to go find happiness," Sage smiled and reached out to cut the cake with a knife. He removed a slice and placed it on a plate that he handed over to Crinnan, "She lives, you know. She has been waiting for you." 
 
    Crinnan picked up a fork and cut a piece of the cake away. He slipped it into his mouth, and Sage smiled. 
 
    "You know what you need to do?"  
 
    "I need to go find her," Crinnan replied as he pitifully cried and ate cake. 
 
    "Yes you do," Sage smiled. He stood up from the table and looked down at Crinnan, "I have to leave, Son. I have some things I need to tie up here on Duraan and then I have to pass into the Hells to save your brother as I saved you. But I will leave you something." 
 
    Crinnan looked up from his cake, and Sage grinned proudly. "What is it?" he asked. 
 
    "I will leave you with potential. Something you have squandered for so many years, I should say. I have uploaded all my programs into your mind, all my powers. I cannot make you proficient in them; you will have to find the discipline to learn them on your own. One day I will return and can train you myself but… for now, all you need to do is quiet your mind and return to this place, and you can explore." At that, a shelf of books phased into view and Crinnan looked at them and then back up to Sage. 
 
    "If you need help, you can contact Lucaas. He is… my other son, your half-brother. All you need to do is beckon him, and he will help you train." 
 
    "Lucaas…" Crinnan repeated, "From the Hells? He is the other one who helped me?"  
 
    "Yes," Sage smiled. At that, Sage walked around the table and placed his hand on Crinnan's shoulder. He lingered for a moment and then started to walk away. 
 
    "Sage?" Crinnan stood and turned toward the Elf. Sage glanced back at his son and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "I told you, son," Sage said as he started walking again, "Do not bother thanking me. I hate such things." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crinnan lurched forward in his seat, and Elia quickly grabbed hold of him. She held him tight and petted his hair gently to try and comfort him. 
 
    "There, there!" She hushed him, "You are okay Crinnan, you are safe." 
 
    "Yeah..." Crinnan panted as he looked around nervously, "Yeah, I think… I think I am." He looked over at his friend and laughed. He laughed harder than he had in a long time as he rested his head against her chest. 
 
    "What a fucking day," He said with a shake of his head. She released him and smiled down at him. 
 
    "We are going home now," She smiled. Crinnan nodded and looked at the bloody Centurions all around him. Some frowned at him, some smiled. Everyone, of course, had their own opinions on Crinnan. Some were angry with him and blamed him for the deaths of their comrades, while others were happy to see him alive. Bran sat at the back and puffed on his cigar. 
 
    "You okay kid?" He asked with an indifferent tone, "You better fuckin' be." 
 
    "I am, Captain," Crinnan nodded, "I will be." 
 
    "Good." Bran sighed and leaned his blood-caked head back and looked at the ceiling, "Really fucking good." 
 
    Crinnan rested in his seat next to Elia and closed his eyes. He thought of his next mission, of finding Milinka as he promised her. He smiled at Sage's words, at how he had said that she was waiting for him.  
 
    As Crinnan raked his thoughts and ran his fingers through his hair, he sighed with relief. It was all over, at least for the night. Tomorrow may bring other challenges for him, but he didn't care. He had survived, he had grown, and he was ready for whatever was coming his way... 
 
    At least, that was what he thought… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Commander Crinnan watched as the Govian soldiers stormed the bottom level of the Hanger. His wife and daughter had made it out, that much he knew and that much gave him comfort. He had managed to seal off the doors and prevent the rest of their force from entering, at least for the time. 
 
    The aging Humaan did not want to have a fight like the one he knew was about to happen. He thought it over and knew he could climb up to the upper levels and maybe find a way out. That was definitely a possibility, but he also considered the fact that if the Govian soldiers made it to the door terminal and opened the hangar doors, the entire base would have to fight. He cocked his head and groaned, for he knew what he had to do. 
 
    He reached down and untucked his shirt. He lifted the fabric from his right side and pressed a small button on a device that barely stuck out of the side of his pants. It was a device he had stolen from his home, from the Silis, so long ago before he escaped. He smiled as he felt the nanomachines pour out of it and into his body, and sighed as he felt the feeling of becoming like the Ancient Humaan people.  
 
    The nanomachines strengthened him, enhanced his natural abilities. With them, his speed and strength were augmented, and his cognitive abilities doubled. He watched as a thin blue light surrounded him and smiled for his armor had arrived. 
 
    "Well, here we fucking go I guess."  
 
    His sword rang free from its sheath, and Crinnan walked toward the steps that would take him down to the lower level. He disregarded them and leaped over the railing. The blue light that was his armor slowed his falling speed and allowed him to land without damage. He looked around and saw that there had to have been at least thirty enemies. As they saw him, they raised their rifles, and all began shouting. 
 
    "Oh stop it," Crinnan rolled his eyes as the Govian soldiers closed in with their weapons trained on him, "Alrighty, I guess it's time." 
 
    Crinnan darted forward with his sword, cutting through the first Govian that he encountered. The Govian was bisected from hip to shoulder, and before he could fall, the next one took a sword to the back of the head. The other Govians panicked and began firing on Crinnan, but none of them seemed to be able to bring him down. Their bullets bounced off his armor and in all directions. Many soldiers fell from ricocheting projectiles.  
 
    Crinnan didn't have time to play; he didn't want to. He knew he had about five minutes of power and that his body would ache when it was all over, and so he worked fast. Govian after Govian fell before him; the floor was painted red with the blood and entrails of his foes. Eventually, the blue light faded from him, and he was down to three enemies left.  
 
    Crinnan stopped and took a breath. He knelt over, and they stared in fear at him.  
 
    "Give me a second," He reached a finger out as he panted, "This ol' body, you know?" He shrugged and laughed, and the Govians looked at each other, confused. He dropped his sword and pulled his revolver from his hip and quickly blasted the last three soldiers. They fell to the ground, and Crinnan turned around and walked toward the main entrance of the hangar. 
 
    "Gonna fucking take me a whole day to recharge this damn thing," he said as he looked down at the device that was tucked into his pants, "Fucking stupid ass old battery." He grumbled as he unlocked the door, stepped out and left the carnage behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Resurgence! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! If you scroll through to the end of this book, you’ll easily be able to leave a review, otherwise, follow this link to be redirected to The Black Knight: Resurgence Amazon product page to leave your review: http://geni.us/BlackKnightThree. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life. 
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